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(Un)writing “Chinese Space” in
Urban Africa
Of City-Making, Lived Experiences, and Entangled Processes

Romain Dittgen and Gerald Chungu

The editors are grateful for funding support from CODESRIA (Council for the Development of

Social Science Research in Africa), which enabled the ongoing collaboration with photographer

Mark Lewis, as well as for a grant from IFAS (French Institute of South Africa) to conduct

fieldwork in Zambia in 2018. Dittgen benefited from a writing fellowship at JIAS (Johannesburg

Institute for Advanced Study) and at the Center for the History of Global Development

(University of Shanghai), during which parts of this special issue were completed. Dittgen and

Chungu would like to thank the editorial team at CEFC, the contributing authors, as well as the

anonymous reviewers for their dedicated efforts on this project.

1 As different forms of Global China have emerged and expanded throughout the African

continent,  this  phenomenon  has  also  materialised  spatially.  Particularly  visible  in

urban  environments,  Chinese  investments,  entrepreneurship,  and  a  multifaceted

presence have contributed to shaping the morphology of the urban fabric at different

scales, whether by altering the existent built environment or by adding new features.

The  production  and  manifestation  of  these  different  types  of  spaces,  transient  or

structural, isolated or clustered, are not only informed by the varieties of capital and

people  involved,  a  range  of  ambitions  and  practices,  but  also  by  the  nature  of

contextual realities. Trade, as a primary focus of Chinese migrant-entrepreneurs, has

led to the appearance and multiplication of shops, at times concentrated along streets,

in  marketplaces,  or  inside  shopping  malls. In  parallel,  the  presence  of  restaurants,

hotels, and even casinos in cities across the continent varies in quantity, price range,

and cuisine, depending on the number, origin, and socio-economic status of Chinese

migrants, but also the receptiveness and purchasing power of a broader non-Chinese

clientele.  Corporate  businesses  tend  to  be  spatially  more  selective  and  confined  to

bigger cities, with their offices accommodated in modern-looking buildings, often in

proximity  to  central  business  districts.  Similarly,  living  spaces  differ  in  relation  to

occupation, but also depend on the context itself, leading to different residential logics.

In addition to spatial markers playing host to economic activities and reflecting forms
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of dwelling, the production of (urban) space itself has become an important economic

focus. Significant investment, both public and private, has been directed towards the

provision of infrastructure, from building intra- and inter-urban transport networks

(roads, railway lines, airports, or ports), to the construction of stadiums, government

buildings,  or  special  economic  zones.  More  recently, Chinese  companies  have  also

ventured  into  property  development,  with  projects  ranging  from  smaller  building

complexes to the conceptualisation of entire new cities, driven by expectations of a

rising demand for housing amidst hopes of a larger solvent middle class in the future.

2 Inserted  on top of  or  adjacent  to  the  existent  urban fabric,  Chinese  spaces  can be

likened to external grafts, triggering questions about their level of impact in altering

cities,  whether  in  relation  to  the  material  or  urban  practices.  Within  the  broader

context  of  growing  relationships  between  China  and  Africa  this  has  also  led  to

discussions about the spread or the replicability of a so-called “Chinese urbanism” to

Africa (e.g. Hulshof and Roggeveen 2014; Kuo 2015; Harrison and Yang 2015), as well as

accounts  on  the  role  of  entrepreneurs  in  reshaping  Africa,  including  its  urban

environments (e.g. French 2014; Pilling and Feng 2019).Yet, at the same time, there is a

reciprocity and dynamic tension in terms of influence between Chinese entrants and

the  host  environment(s),  which  requires  adopting  a  broader  unit  of  analysis.  The

metaphor of the graft (drawing inspiration from Magrin and Van Vliet 2005), a foreign

tissue either accepted or rejected by the receiving body while simultaneously forming an

integral part of the bigger structure, is also applicable to the study of “Chinese spaces”1

in urban Africa. This special issue aims at (re)imagining how this interplay is being

conceived,  studied,  and  conceptualised,  exploring  the  differentiated  ways  in  which

these spaces come into existence, are entangled in complex city- making processes, and

are altered by textured realities in host societies. This thinking process, focused on the

interrelation  between  built  environment  and  lived  experiences,  will  be  gradually

outlined throughout the remainder of this introduction.

3 In  Lusaka,  Zambia’s  capital,  the  Chinese  foothold  is  to  a  large  extent  tied  to  the

construction industry, and Chinese firms have progressively become dominant players

in this sector. Owing to a considerable number of projects being carried out by various

Chinese contractors, recognisable through company banners with Chinese characters,

many of these projects come to be identified as “Chinese,” at least at some stage in

their building cycle. This characterisation remains nonetheless partial, insufficient, and

subject to multiple interpretations, as different aspects such as funding, design, shape,

construction  process,  as  well  as  function(s)  and  usage  are  considered  neither

independently nor holistically. For instance, the ongoing development of a large mall

and office complex in a  fairly  central  neighbourhood in Lusaka by a listed Chinese

state-owned  enterprise  is  an  illustration  of  how  different  project  components  can

easily be concealed. From the outside, the construction site is sealed off by a temporary

perimeter  wall,  plastered  with  the  company’s  ambitious  commercial,  property,  or

business developments in various parts of the world (either planned or completed).

While transient and only apparent for the duration of the construction phase, these

visual markers are visible to all passers-by and are conducive to establishing a specific

cognitive  association  with  China  (at  least  in  the  short-term).  In  reality,  however,

Chinese involvement is minimal given that the project is fully funded by the Public

Service Pensions Fund, designed by a team of local firms, and operationally modelled

on a typical South African mall. Other ways of shaping the built environment are more
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discreet. Aside from larger projects being realised by all sorts of contractors,2 many

residents in Lusaka, irrespective of their socio-economic standing, build or extend their

own  homes.  This  results  in  a  substantial  demand  for  construction  material  and

equipment (beyond bricks and mortar), and a number of Chinese entrepreneurs have

seized this opportunity to open businesses that specialise in selling products such as

stainless steel, doors, aluminium windows, or roofing, as well as entire bathroom or

kitchen designs.3 In  contrast  to  development  projects  that  are  conceived,  financed,

built, and sometimes even occupied by Chinese, in these two aforementioned instances,

Chinese actors become service providers, alternately through the act of building or by

providing access to material, and contribute to the realisation of ventures imagined by

others.

4 These growing complexities, entanglements, and multiple forms of shaping the city,

whether in Lusaka or elsewhere on the continent, raise numerous questions about the

causal role of a Chinese influence (whether in terms of capital, people, or interests) on

urban environments. It means assessing how the functionality of these spatial markers

is  closely  linked  not  only  to  fluid  and  differentiated  ideas,  rationalities,  and

perceptions,  but  also  to  specific  forms  of  temporality  (Ferme  and  Schmitz  2014).

Furthermore, to what extent do “Chinese spaces” act as shadows or mirrors of their

host  society,  as  reflections  of  a transient  urbanism  or,  instead,  are  generative  of

alternative forms of urban dynamics? In light of a wide range of tangible footprints

(with a more or less visible “ethnic” imprint on the city) and the breadth of people

evolving in and around them, it becomes increasingly difficult to exclusively tie their

spatial identity to the human presence, function, or atmosphere. As a result, it requires

decoding how the use of space is negotiated, as much as how places and lifestyles are

periodically reconfigured.

 

Analytical directions and spatial concerns

5 Within the burgeoning academic literature dealing with various aspects of the Chinese

presence in Africa,  the place and role  of  the urban and space  more generally  as  an

integral  part  of  this  engagement  has  often  remained  unclear.  The  growth  in  the

number  and  depth  of  themes  and  topics  of  analysis  has  been  paralleled  by  recent

debates “to more systematically consider questions about the nature of scholarship on

these  themes  [i.e.  ties  between  Africa  and  China]  and  their  relation  to  established

academic  disciplines”  (Alden  and  Large  2019:  1).  Publications  focused  on  the

epistemology of studying and framing these interrelations have pointed towards the

necessity of situating the research focus within broader theoretical understandings of

global phenomena (Sautman and Yan 2008; Monson and Rupp 2013), allowing analyses

to transcend “the limiting confines  of  methodological  nationalism in diverse ways”

(Alden and Large 2019: 5). Alongside a push towards reinserting “African agency” back

into the research process (e.g. Mohan and Lampert 2012; Corkin 2013), Monson and

Rupp  have  also  emphasised  the  importance  of  close-up,  fieldwork-  based  studies,

centred  on  the  everyday  (both  past  and  present)  as  a  way  to  understand  how

“engagements  [between  Africa  and  China]  are  negotiated  – and  their  meanings

articulated – by multiple actors in diverse geographical and cultural contexts” (2013:

26). Provocatively they asked, “What may be omitted when China and Africa are lifted

out  of  the  context  of  global  historical  dynamics  as  isolated  players:  what  specific
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realities are diminished or made invisible by this move, realities that may be critically

important for understanding historical and contemporary phenomena?” (Monson and

Rupp 2013:  24).  Yet,  similarly,  given that  so  many of  these  engagements  unfold  in

relation to complex urban phenomena,  what  happens when this  omission concerns

analytical reflections on space?

6 While there has been an increase in empirically-focused research outputs, frequently

conducted in urban settings across the continent, spatial dynamics as a key component

of  analysis  have often been neglected.  This  can be observed in two different  ways.

Harrison, Moyo, and Yang’s assessment about the spatial dimension not being ignored,

but  “generally  not  be[ing]  fore  grounded  or  theorised”  (2012:  905),  is  not  only

observable in relation to their research on Johannesburg, but is also valid for other

cities  in  Africa.  If  ethnographic  studies  have  offered  detailed  accounts  on  various

themes such as migrant strategies, work relations, social interactions, and everyday

lives (e.g. Haugen and Carling 2005; Kernen 2009; Park 2010; Mohan et al. 2014; Huang

2015; Liu 2017), space and the urban context tend to be reduced to blind spots or pre-

configured containers on top of which these complex and layered interactions unfold.

Secondly, as much as “Chinese capital [is] singled out and problematised [while being]

widely perceived as unnatural in a neoliberal world order that otherwise naturalises the

market” (Lee 2017: 1), similar comments can be made about spatial aspects. In urban

Africa,  Chinese  spaces  (or  those  perceived  as  such)  are  often  either  directly  or

subconsciously framed as exotic, different, and operating in parallel to host society. In

research, this has led to privileging framings of difference or othering as analytical

entry points, alongside using specific conceptualisations and establishing associations

with  particular  imaginaries.  For  instance,  market  and  mall  spaces,  as  well  as

Chinatowns,  are  largely  presented  as  reflections  of  informality  and  low-end

globalisation;  newly-built  cities  as  symbols  of  modernity  and  urban  futures  (with

related  questions  of  access  and  exclusion);  and  large  infrastructure  projects  (e.g.

airports,  government  buildings,  stadiums,  or  special  economic  zones)  as  mirrors  of

bilateral  deals,  soft  power,  and the political  economy. As a  result,  analyses centred

around Chinese spaces run the risk of  becoming imprisoned within fixed analytical

categories, failing not only to fully take into account spatial adaptations and gradual

social changes, but also to consider them as integral parts of broader urban realities.

 

Entangled, messy and in motion: A dialectic
relationship between the built and the lived

7 In a recent book entitled Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City, Richard Sennett (2018)

explores the dialectical tension between ville and cité, the former broadly referring to

the physical fabric, the latter to the ways in which people dwell in this specific place.

While acknowledging that “experience in a city (…) is rarely seamless, [and] often full

of contradictions and jagged edges,” he stresses the need to consider the reciprocity

between the built and the lived; namely, not only how dwelling derives from making,

but also how making is derived from dwelling (Sennett 2018: 2, 13-14). Applied to the

Chinese  involvement  in  city-making  processes  in  urban  Africa,  this  complex

relationship between built fabric and lived experiences has also started to emerge in

research,  as  illustrated  by  three  contextualised  examples  from  Luanda,  Accra,  and

Johannesburg.
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8 Kilamba Kiaxi, a massive housing development of 750 apartment buildings (or 20,000

flats)  located  about  20  kilometres  south  of  Luanda,  has  evolved  into  one  of  the

spectacles  and by  far  the  most  visible  example  of  Chinese-led  new city-building in

Africa. Negotiated as part of a broader oil-backed credit system between Angola and

China, this public-privately developed satellite city is not only a materialisation of a

“resources for infrastructure” deal (Benazeraf and Alves 2014), but also illustrates the

post- war reconstruction effort undertaken by the Angolan government (Croese 2011;

Power  2012;  Soares  de  Oliveira  2015).  With  initial  prices  out  of  reach  for  the  vast

majority of the population, the bulk of apartments remained empty for a few years,

leading to numerous media reports of a Chinese-built ghost town (e.g. Redvers 2012),

until  becoming accessible to the middle class after the introduction of  a  subsidised

rent-to-buy scheme (Cain  2014).  Among the  considerable  interest  in  Kilamba as  an

object  of  research,  two  recent  papers  have  more  specifically  engaged  with  the

aforementioned  (and  often  ignored)  tension  between  built  environment  and  lived

experiences. In her work, Gastrow illustrates how Luandans have specifically focused

on the concrete materiality of these new buildings “to critique what they s[ee] as the

inappropriate pact between international capital, represented in their eyes primarily

by  Chinese  investors,  and  their  own government”  (2017:  383).  She  argues  that  the

“foreignness” of these structures is not only used by Luandans as a form of indirect

political dissent, aimed at rejecting the current political regime, but also embodies the

potential  threat  of  physical  and aesthetic  displacement,  given that,  apart  from the

economic  inaccessibility,  the  design  is  perceived  as  unsuitable  and  ill-adapted  to

current ways of life (Gastrow 2017: 384, 387, 390). Buire, on the other hand, looks at

those living in Kilamba, referring to Lefebvre’s theoretical triad of conceived, lived, and

perceived space as a way to explore how the case of “Kilamba [both] highlights the

performative power [and] the inconsistencies of the idea of the middle class” (2017: 26).

This  tension  is  reflected  in  the  spatial  practices  of  the  new  residents,  the  latter

“display[ing]  daily  efforts  to  conform to  the  lifestyle  they  think  is  appropriate  for

middle  class,”  but  at  the  same  time  facing  material  constraints  that  require  “the

necessity  to  retain  some  survival  and  cultural  practices.”  As  such,  and  in  spite  of

Kilamba having been conceived externally, it shows how the incremental appropriation

by its residents has “led to a social space that keeps re-inventing itself” (Buire 2017:

26-7, 29).

9 Moving to Accra, Giese and Thiel explore the expanded role of female Ghanaian head

porters within the reordering of spatial and power relations in the capital’s main urban

market place, unintentionally facilitated by the arrival of Chinese traders (2015: 446).

Formerly excluded groups and actors, having migrated from Northern Ghana to the

coastal capital, were able “to renegotiate their economic and social positions through

their  relationships  with  these  Chinese  entrepreneurs,”  effectively  circumventing

entrenched pathways  and forms of  gate-keeping enacted by  more established head

porters.  In  this  line  of work,  where  spatial  positioning  is  crucial,  Giese  and  Thiel

highlight forms of encroachment by some of these female head porters, either in front

of or even inside the unused sections of Chinese shops. This is tolerated by the Chinese

shopkeepers due to a combination of passivity, unfamiliarity with local customs, and

forms of social hierarchy, alongside the desire to avoid potential conflict with their

Ghanaian  social  environment  (Giese  and  Thiel  2015:  453).  At  the  same  time,  the

“appropriation, co- possession and re-signification of these places” also serve a mutual

interest; shelter and safety for the head porters, and “undisrupted access to reliable
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carrying services”  for  the  Chinese  shopkeepers  (ibid.:  455-6,  460).  Viewing space  as

socially  constructed  and  dynamic,  their  paper  “adds  a  different  perspective  to  the

general discussion on migrant place-making” (ibid.: 461).

10 In Johannesburg,  Dittgen examines how different forms of  (private)  Chinese capital

have become active, although accidental, participants in the making and shaping of a

multifaceted  urbanity  (2017:  979).  Based  on  a  diverse  range  of  Chinese  spaces  –

 shopping  malls,  a  Chinatown,  and  a  project  for  a  newly  built  city  (the  latter  two

examples  are  explored  in  more  detail  in  this  issue:  see  photo  essay  and  paper  on

Modderfontein by Reboredo and Brill) – this combined analysis challenges the manner

in  which  spaces  of  Chinese  capital  are  often  squeezed  into  rigid  and  pre-defined

categories, either as manifestations of modernity or of economic backwardness. In the

context of a globalising metropolis of deep-seated contrasts and uneven development,

the study of  these diverse Chinese urban spaces not only allows for an alternative,

differentiated, and multi-layered reading of centrality, but also highlights the necessity

of  non-linear  and  different  interpretations  of  modernity  and  development.  Dittgen

argues that neither of the cases studied fit neatly into either category, but that both

instead “speak to urban realities and futures, not only at city-wide level (…), but also at

a  more  local  scale,  through  understanding  how  Chinese  economic  actors  are

negotiating  their  place  and  are  navigating  the  city’s  competitive  space  economy”

(2017: 995).

11 Whether appropriated, incorporated into wider narratives (even if this means rejection

as  in  Gastrow’s  case),  or  as  tools  to  read  urban  complexity,  these  aforementioned

examples approach “Chinese” spaces as relational, entangled with contextual realities,

and evolving. In all of these cases, “something called China unquestionably exists, but –

 more importantly – there is a multitude of expressions to denote different aspects of

China and Chineseness” (Chun 1996: 992).

 

(Un)writing as method

12 The underlying aim of this special issue is to disrupt the manner in which reciprocal

forms of influence between Chinese dynamics and urban environments in Africa have

been studied. Difference or ethnicity as entry point, even if socially constructed, as well

as  a  predominant  emphasis  on questions of  assimilation  or integration,  contribute  to

ascribing all things “Chinese,” whether people, capital, or spaces, to a separate unit of

analysis. In light of various entanglements we suggest a paradigm shift that discards

the binary between these two sides while at the same time engaging with queries about

Chinese specificities. Drawing on Çağlar and Glick Schiller, “migrants [and associated

spaces] must be approached as social actors who are integral to city-making as they

engage in the daily life of cities through different and varied forms” (2018: 5). Adopting

an encompassing framework of analysis helps not only to view spatial dynamics and

practices as coeval (ibid.: 22), but also to examine how urbanity emerges, exists, and is

altered, with “Chinese” aspects becoming a constituent element of a wider complexity.

Un-writing as a method is meant here to unfold as a sequential process. Unwriting first

requires  a  move  away  from  seeing  and  examining  Chinese  spaces  as  spectacles,

focusing instead on how they are embedded within contextualised urban realities and

trajectories.  In  other  words,  the  aim  is  to  approach  Chinese  spaces  as  “ordinary,”

understood  here  as  complete  objects  of  research,  as  a  way  to  avoid  pushing  the
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discussion into any preconceived direction, to open up the debate and to understand

the multiple trajectories that unfold in these spaces.  Once stripped of its “Chinese”

characteristics,  the  second  stage  of  writing  (or  re-writing)  space  becomes  one  of

understanding what makes it “Chinese,” differentiating between what can ultimately

be  considered  “exceptional”  and  what  is  a  reflection  of  “ordinary”  or  “common”

features. To better grasp the interplay between Chinese influence and urban dynamics

in Africa, the goal is to multiply the gaze and adopt different angles of vision, leading to

what  Doreen  Massey  has  termed  multiplicities  of  imaginations,  theorisations,

understandings, and meanings (2005: 89).

13 While often associated with the priorities of spatially-focused disciplines, the growing

preponderance of urban questions and globalised realities, in this case manifestations

of Global China, requires an attention that should cast aside disciplinary boundaries. At

the same time, the dynamic spatio-temporal interplay between what is considered to be

“ordinary,” “exceptional,” or “Chinese” is complex and linked to specific contextual

realities, physical forms, visions, or ways of operating. This will be considered in more

detail throughout the various articles in this special issue. Although largely focused on

two  cities,  Johannesburg  and  Addis  Ababa,  the  themes  covered  in  these  different

outputs speak to much broader dynamics discernible elsewhere on the continent. One

is the growing tendency towards the development of modern large-scale urban projects

on  green-field  sites  in  many  cities  across  the  continent,  raising  questions  about

governance,  power  dynamics,  and  the  actual  implementation  process.  At  a  more

granular level, the growing presence of Chinese people in cities and as part of everyday

encounters,  whether  at  street-level  or  in  a  marketplace,  also  indirectly  leads  to

renegotiated interpretations of collective life and, in some instances, the forging of new

sociabilities.

14 Ricardo Reboredo and Frances Brill’s paper on the widely mediatised Modderfontein

New City project in Johannesburg bridges the manifestation of global trends in relation

to context-specific factors. Focused on the various iterations of the planning process

and negotiation phase, it examines how the export of “Chinese” urban practices and

urbanism has ultimately translated into the built environment. The authors retrace and

unpack  the  manner  in  which  the  vision  for  a  futuristic  city  aimed  at  the  global

economy, and partly linked to the viewpoint of a developer from and based in China,

became mediated and gradually transformed through the involvement of international

consultants,  the  pushback  of  the  municipal  government  in  Johannesburg,  and  the

reality of the local economic and political context.

15 Huang Zhengli’s paper offers a layered analysis of an open-air market in Addis Ababa

(Ethiopia), specialising in Chinese food products and catering to the demand of Chinese

migrants. Unlike “ethnic” food markets more generally, this market space is specific in

its  organisational  set-up,  as  it  is  dominated by  local  vendors  who have  adapted to

economic opportunities arising from the increase of Chinese migrants in Ethiopia. The

existence of  a  unique trade environment alongside  investment  restrictions  on food

have largely prevented foreigners from entering this sector. As illustrated by Huang,

the vendors’ re-orientation towards selling Chinese vegetables has not been facilitated

through direct economic interactions with Chinese people, but instead materialised on

the basis  of  local  business  networks and their  privileged access  to  local  food value

chains.
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16 Nikolas Broy’s study on the spaces created by practitioners of the Yiguandao religious

movement in urban South Africa displays a dimension of Global China that veers away

from  the  predominant  research  focus  on  economic  and  political  questions.  Broy

explores four modes of space-making, ranging from a presence in shopping malls, in

factories and business offices, in private residencies, and through community outreach

activities, all of which are tied to distinctive forms of engagement. While this discrete

spatial  layout,  whether  stable,  fluid,  or  transient,  is  characterised  by  simultaneous

practices of closure and interaction, as noted in the case of economic activities, the

author argues that Yiguandao temples and activities, due to being located at the core of

social  life  and  embedded  within  society  in  different  ways,  represent  more  intense

arenas of transcultural and transnational interaction.

17 The collection of  papers  ends  with a  photo essay on Derrick  Avenue,  a  street  in  a

suburb  of  Johannesburg,  which  is  largely  associated  with  the  presence  of  Chinese

migrants  in  the  city.  This  contribution  by  Romain  Dittgen,  Mark  Lewis  and Gerald

Chungu aims, through a combination of writing and photography, to complexify (and

resist)  the  predominant  representations  used  to  visualise  Chinese  engagements  in

various African contexts. As argued by Simbao, “China-Africa is not a thing that can be

conveniently rolled into one term, as this term flattens so many things, [and which is

partly due to the] many contexts in which the smaller details and personal experiences

contradict and resist the vociferous rhetoric and the one-liners” (2019: 228). As such,

Lewis’ photographs offer a reading of “Chinese spaces” that move beyond the easily

identifiable markers and portray the various activities and changes as intrinsic and

entangled with broader urban processes.
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NOTES

1. The  use  of  quotation  marks  indicates  that  the  Chineseness  of  these  spaces  is  far  from

straightforward and often constructed in complex ways,  as will  emerge in the course of this

introduction.  However,  for  ease  of  reading,  it  will  only  be  used  when  this  aspect  is  being

emphasised.

2. Building contractors in Zambia are mainly composed of a mixture of Zambian, South African,

and Chinese companies, with the latter dominating in terms of project value.

3. At  the  same time,  many Zambians  have  also  taken advantage  of  this  demand by  directly

traveling to China to buy materials, which they then sell locally.
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Introduction

1 China’s growing influence on the African continent manifests in a multitude of ways.

Among the  most  significant  is  the  nexus  between Chinese  capital,  technology,  and

expertise and Africa’s urban centres. For a continent such as Africa, with a history of

extraversion and impeded development, cities can provide the necessary impetus for

broad-based growth as they are home to large, differentiated labour markets and allow

for  economies  of  scale  in  service  and  goods  provision  (Carmody  and  Owusu  2016).

Similarly, cities act as central facilitators of globalisation and attract investment and

industrial  development  (Castells  2010).  Yet,  while  urbanisation  can  bring  forth

opportunity,  it  also  presents  challenges.  Africa  is  home  to  a  rapidly  urbanising

population that is expected to reach 1.3 billion by 2050. As such, the continent faces a

significant  shortfall  in  urban  infrastructure,  housing,  and  services.  Given  these

conditions,  Chinese  actors  ranging  from  policy  banks  to  state/private  firms  and

individual investors have found significant commercial opportunities in the financing,

design, and construction of African cities.  Moreover,  growing Chinese influence has

also  found  expression  in  the  circulation  and  transfer  of  ideas  regarding  economic

development and the role of urban spaces in inducing growth (Murphy et al. 2018).
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2 Within this context, this paper turns to the Chinese impact on African “new cities” –

megaproject-sized,  greenfield,  master-planned  developments  that  have  become

popular throughout the continent (Watson 2014; Van Noorloos and Kloosterboer 2018).

Examples of these range from existing developments such as Kilamba Kiaxi in Angola

and  Eko-Atlantic  in  Nigeria  to  proposed  projects  such  as  New  Cairo  in  Egypt,  the

Nairobi “Friendship City” in Kenya, and an as-of-yet unnamed $20 billion “industrial

city”  project  in  the  Central  region of  Ghana.  While  heterogenous in  objectives  and

designation  (for  instance,  “Friendship  City”  and  the  Ghanaian  industrial  city  will

double as special economic zones [SEZ]), these projects share an exclusionary spatiality,

and the aesthetic/plans of Chinese cities and broader urban spaces (Murphy et al. 2018).

Indeed, a number of them are (or are scheduled to be) built or designed by Chinese

companies.

3 This paper thus seeks to question how the export of “Chinese” urban practices and

urbanism translates into African built environments. It does this via a case study of the

now  defunct  Modderfontein  New  City  project  in  Johannesburg.  Specifically,  we

question how Modderfontein,  as  a  site  owned and led by a  Chinese developer,  was

originally envisioned as a space of “Chinese” urbanism in the heart of Johannesburg.

Building  on  that  and  existing  analysis  of  Modderfontein’s  use  of  London-based

expertise and inspiration (see Ballard and Harrison 2019; Brill and Conte 2019), we then

question how the local state (in the form of the City of Johannesburg) and the use of

international consultants mediated and, in some ways, transformed this vision. This,

we argue, in line with the theme of this special issue, reasserts the “ordinariness” of

the project.

4 Launched in 2013 by Shanghai-based real estate developer Zendai, the Modderfontein

project was to be a 1,600 hectare mixed-use development in Johannesburg. Designed to

mirror Chinese “new towns” (see below) in terms of linkages to both the wider city and

the global economy, Zendai’s original concept projected Modderfontein as a hub for

burgeoning  Chinese  (and  more  broadly,  Asian)  businesses  during  their  anticipated

African  expansion.  The  Modderfontein  development has  garnered  attention  in

academia as an example of a privatised edge city (Van Noorloos and Leung 2018; Brill

and  Reboredo  2018),  and  as  an  example  of  international  real  estate  practices,

specifically  the  role  of  non-local  consultants  and  their  use  of  London-based

comparisons (Brill  2018; Ballard and Harrison 2019; Brill  and Conte 2019).  However,

whilst  internationalisation  strategies  have  been  addressed  in  terms  of  the  English,

American,  and “global” imaginaries and expertise,  there has been substantially less

attention paid to the Chinese dimension of the project. A notable exception is Dittgen’s

(2017)  exploration  of  modernity  and  Chinese  urbanism  in  Johannesburg,  which  is

explicitly  attendant  to  the  Modderfontein  project.  In  it he  demonstrates  the  site’s

transition from a “flashy investment project” to a “splintering of ownerships, company

shares  and (probably)  business  orientations.”  In  focusing on the corporate  changes

around Zendai, Dittgen revealed how, in contrast to other forms of Chinese urbanism in

Johannesburg  (specifically  the  city’s  Chinese-owned  malls  and  Chinatown

neighbourhoods), Modderfontein’s “intended goals are consciously to contribute to the

shaping of the future city.” We seek to build on this understanding and explore the

transformation of Modderfontein while questioning the role of the Chinese developer

in this context.
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5 This research is based on more than 50 interviews conducted during the researchers’

doctoral  dissertation  fieldwork.  Interviewees  ranged  from  Heartland  and  Zendai

employees  to  City  Planners  and  other  government  officials,  and  were  designed  to

create  a  broad  yet  deep  understanding  of  the  project  throughout  its  evolution.

Fieldwork  was  conducted  intermittently  by  the  two  researchers  over  a  span  of

approximately  three  years,  between  May  2015  and  April  2018.  This  in-depth

understanding is combined with documentary analysis of media reports, since it was

through  the  (mostly  South  African)  media  that  a  particular  version  of  Chinese

urbanism  was  produced.  Additionally,  we  consider  the  master  plan  (and  interim

updates) circulated by Zendai and their consultants. This paper focuses on the early

stages of the planning process, specifically the period from 2012 to 2015, since it was

during these first few years of (attempted) development that Zendai’s vision was most

prominently articulated. Moreover, the majority of existing analysis of Modderfontein

has tended to look at the later periods. The vision created at the time of our focus

informed later understandings, on the part of both project consultants and the City of

Johannesburg, of what the Chinese developer ultimately wanted.

6 The paper proceeds in the following way: the second section introduces the concept of

urban inter-referencing and discusses how it plays out throughout the Global South.

The  third  section  then explains  the  historico-geographic  configurations  behind the

elements of “Chinese” urbanism currently being exported to Africa. The fourth section

looks  at  the  early  stages  of  the  pre-planning  application,  those  that  immediately

followed Zendai’s acquisition of the site, to understand how media releases produced,

articulated, and reinforced a particular version of “Chinese urbanism” in this context.

In section five, the mediation of these images through the planning application process

and master-planning exercise is  used to demonstrate how the site was transformed

from  a “Chinese”  development  into  something  distinctly  South  African.  The  final

section  then  analyses  local reactions  to  the  project,  demonstrating  how  the  initial

concepts and images remained ingrained in the public imagination despite the broad

changes taking place throughout the planning process.

 

Urban inter-referencing in the Global South

7 “Masterplanning  has,  almost  everywhere,  carried  with  it  a  particular  vision  of  the

‘good city’” (Watson 2009: 2261). In this respect, plans are underpinned by processes of

inter-referencing and utopian ideals focused on well-recognised models. Such designs

are based on a desire to be recognised internationally and to play a part in the global

economy, thus despite a broad understanding of the flaws of having one overarching

scheme or redevelopment, master plans or pre-defined “visions” continue to dominate

in some locations (Roy and Ong 2011), especially in the Global South (see for example

Ansari (2004) on Indian cities’ use of master plans). Often emerging from the use of

grand,  pre-determined  master-planning  approaches  to  development  are  tensions

between “global” and “local” forces. In particular, when new places manifest as a city,

often as “new cities,” enclaves, or “edge cities,” in a way that makes a “clear attempt to

link (…) physical  visions to contemporary rhetoric on urban sustainability” (Watson

2014: 3), the legal position of existing city-wide plans can be undermined. In an African

context, Watson highlights how grand master plans for new development plans have

problems  from the  start,  suggesting  a  policy  mismatch  at  the  point  where  “global
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economic forces are interacting with local African contexts in new ways” (ibid.: 8). This

echoes other research showing “actual existing urbanisms” pitched against the forces

of globalisation and worlding (Shatkin 2011).

8 Rather than necessarily confronting these challenges, the focus of plans for new areas

ends up being on the “global circuits of property construction” and the fantasy and

dream-like nature of plans (ibid.; Rapoport 2014), rather than actually existing urban

realities.  In  particular,  with  the  increasing  popularity  of  “South-South”  urban

imaginaries  and  inter-referencing,  more  African  cities  are  looking  towards  Asia  in

search of both urban concepts and capital investment (Van Noorloos and Leung 2018;

Adama, 2017). As Ong (2011) notes, Asian cities have become the models of an urban

future  that  “does  not  find  its  ultimate  reference  in  the  west.”  Indeed,  as  cities

throughout  the  continent  seek  to  improve  their  position  within  the  global  urban

hierarchy,  megapolises  such  as  Shanghai,  Singapore,  and  Dubai  are  often  cited  as

inspiration by both elites  and planners.  Pressing the issue are  two factors:  Africa’s

rapid, large-scale urbanisation, which often occurs informally, overloading city services

and exacerbating extant socio-economic problems; and the continent’s dependence on

primary resource export, which allows for elite rent capture but does not create broad-

based  sustainable  development  or  employment  opportunities  (Taylor  2016;  Adama

2017).

9 It is within this context that localities turn to megaprojects, mega-developments, and

“new towns” as a possible panacea. These types of projects are among “the most visible

urban revitalisation strategies” undertaken by aspiring city elites and have emerged as

popular  schemes  to  both  solve  existing  urban  problems  and  attract  global  capital

(Swyngedouw et al. 2002). In the South African context, large-scale investments have

become a central point of housing delivery on a national scale (Ballard and Rubin 2017),

yet  the  way  in  which  they  have  manifested  is  contested  and  dependent  on  the

interaction between different levels of government and the private sector – there is a

plurality of forms (Ballard et al. 2017).

10 In the case of Modderfontein, the media and many in the City perceived the site to be a

distinctly  “Chinese”  form  of  urbanism,  rooted  in  futuristic,  speculative  visions  of

urbanity. Yet as Ren and Weinstein (2009) note, despite the preponderance of elites

attempting  to  “Shanghai”  (used  here  as  a  verb)  their  city,  few  understand  the

multitude  of  historically  specific  processes  and  transformations  that  created

contemporary Shanghai itself. Indeed, the question of what is (or whether there is) a

specific  “Chinese  urban  imaginary”  requires  an  understanding  of  the  historico-

geographical development of Chinese cities, as the concept of “Chinese urbanism” and

the  production  of  the  country’s  urban  landscapes  is  embedded  within  temporally

specific configurations that overlap and transcend geographical and regulatory scales

(Cartier 2002; Wu 2016; Shen and Wu 2017). The specific articulations of this urban form

(e.g.  new  cities,  special  economic  zones)  and  the  particular  livelihoods  they  are

intertwined with thus cannot be overlaid into separate contexts without fundamental

alterations.
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Chinese urbanism and the popularisation of new city/new town

developments

11 The “Chinese” vision of the urban, beginning with the early urbanism of the Shang

Dynasty, has largely conceptualised the city as intertwined with the state’s practices,

ideologies, and exercise of social control (Lin 2007). This remains the case today, as

China’s urban transformation has been both driven and managed by the state through

its  planning  and  regulatory  bodies  in  order  to  promote  growth  (and  thus  ensure

stability) without the direct commands available in a centrally planned economy (Shen

and  Wu  2017).  However,  the  specific  role  of  the  Chinese  city  within  state-society

relations has undergone several  dramatic shifts since the Chinese Communist Party

(CCP) took power in 1949. Mao envisioned cities as centres of production rather than

consumption,  eliminating  Central  Business  Districts  (CBDs)  and  reportedly  telling

planners to limit the size of cities to disperse urban populations (Lin 2007). The reform

era  (post-  1978)  led  to  new  alterations,  yet  until  the  1990s  large  Chinese  cities

functioned as political and social centres for the state, a far cry from their current role

as command and control centres for globally-oriented firms and industries (Wu 2016).

12 Urban transformations have occurred concomitantly with periods of  state rescaling

and regulatory change. As the reform era began, growth-oriented policies prioritised

the rapid development of  coastal  cities  and provinces,  part  of  what  Deng Xiaoping

termed the “ladder step” program (Lim and Horesh 2017). Large Chinese cities would

function as both economic engines and modern showcases of the country’s progress

(Chow 2017). The early market reform period saw the devolution of planning controls

to  local  authorities.  Cities  began  competing  with  each  other,  and  a  new

entrepreneurialism gripped Chinese urbanism (Xu and Yeh 2005; Zhang and Wu 2006;

Chien  and  Gordon  2008;  Wu  2016).  Uncoordinated,  expansive,  and  ecologically

damaging  development  followed,  powering  China’s  “economic  miracle.”  The  built

environment of the reform era city reflected these structural changes; a land market

was established, leading to the commercial redevelopment of urban cores as well as

large-scale greenfield projects on the fringes (Cartier 2002). Peripheral development

resulted  in  massive  industrial  and  residential  relocation,  which  took  the  form  of

spatially scattered, unconnected zones, in a model known as “using land to breed land

development” (Deng and Huang 2004;Yeh 2005).

13 Yet with China’s entry into the WTO in 2001, a new form of state-orchestrated spatiality

emerged. Driven by a mixture of market and state logics, urban reorganisation has led

to a fresh wave of suburban development. As Shen and Wu (2017) note, in contrast to

earlier expansions, which exhibited exclusive zoning rights, the new strategy involves

the  creation  of  multifunctional  towns  and  cities  arranged  as  a  “polycentric

metropolitan  region.” Local  states  have  also  demonstrated  great  interest  in

introducing,  developing,  and  deploying  market  instruments  while  simultaneously

engaging in market-like entrepreneurial activities (Wu 2016). Suburbanisation has thus

become a tool for mobilising capital (Lin and Yi 2011), and the state itself has become a

player in the housing market through its direct involvement in flagship infrastructural

and suburban projects (Shen and Wu 2017). It is within this context that China’s “new

towns” or “new cities” have emerged.

14 Chinese  “new  towns”  are  generally  master-planned,  mixed-use  mega-development

projects  that  cater  to  upscale  commercial  and residential  usage.  Adopting planning
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notions  such  as  “garden  cities,”  “smart  cities,”  or  “transit-oriented  developments”

(TODs), the towns are conceptualised as growth poles within wider polycentric urban

structures (Wu and Zhang 2007) that simultaneously exhibit  deep linkages with the

global  economy  –  this  mirrors  the  original  framing  for  the  Modderfontein

development. Indeed, many of the projects are designed by international firms with the

idea of promulgating “world class city” narratives. Additionally, as Wu (2018) notes, the

projects are used by the local state as collateral to gain capital from state banks in

order to finance infrastructure and economic development. Thus, they form a central

part  of  a  transnationally-connected yet  regionally-articulated “growth machine,”  in

which  the  state  uses  market  instruments  to  extend  its  position  within  the  market

sphere.

15 As with other concepts and instruments that helped China become an economic power

(e.g.,  Special  Economic  Zones),  new towns and cities  have  been co-opted by  Global

South elites as viable tools for politico-economic development, regeneration, and the

creation of a new urban imaginary (Larkin 2013). This process has been aided by the

expansion  of  international  design  and  planning  expertise  (see  Rapoport  2014;

Faulconbridge and Grubber 2015). For African elites and planners seeking to overcome

the continent’s  legacy of  urban underdevelopment,  these urban forms represent an

attempt to start anew, erasing the socio-historical conditions that have produced cities

in Africa (Carmody and Owusu 2016).

16 The Chinese government, its policy banks, and Chinese firms (both state-owned [SOE]

and privately-owned [POE]), have sought to capitalise on this trend by taking on roles

financing  or  building  Africa’s  new  towns  and  cities.  The  Kilamba  New  City  is  a

particularly  pertinent  case  for  “Chinese  urbanism”  in  Africa,  as  it  was  built  and

financed  by  Chinese  firms  (through  oil-backed  concessional  loans)  and  portrayed

throughout the media as an example of Sino-Angolan developmental cooperation. In

many ways, Kilamba has become the pre-eminent example of how Chinese actors are

changing  urban  environments  on  the  African  continent1 and  has  inspired  the

construction of  similar,  if  not more grandiose,  developments.  However,  the specific

configurations of state-corporate actors vary from project to project, and results are

difficult  to  reproduce.  Indeed,  unlike  in  the  Modderfontein  case,  in  Kilamba,  both

central  states played a significant role  in the construction process,  and the project

elicited broad state support (financial, discursive, diplomatic), culminating in a visit by

Xi Jinping in 2013. The ownership situation is also unique, as the development itself is

owned by an Angolan SOE while the Angolan central government provided the land

(forcibly removing the previous occupants) and led marketing operations. On the other

side,  Chinese  firms,  including  large-scale  SOE’s  such  as  China  Communications

Construction Company (CCCC) and China Road and Bridge Corporation (CRBC), built the

necessary linkages and infrastructure.

 

The early Modderfontein story – press releases and
Chinese visions

Zendai’s initial concept for the site

17 In 2012, shortly after purchasing Modderfontein, located in north-east Johannesburg

(map 1) for approximately R1.6 billion (approximately USD 110 million) through funds
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acquired from the Bank of  China with performance guarantees from South Africa’s

Standard  Bank  (which  itself  is  partly  owned  by  a  Chinese  bank – ICBC),  Zendai

contracted  Chinese  designers  to  put  together  a  master  plan  for  the  area.  Their

suggestions,  or  a  loose  interpretation  of  them,  were  then  released  as  computer

generated images in the South African media. The images used were of rounded glass

bubbles  with  large  bodies  of  water  between  them,  a  sharp  contrast  to  typical

Johannesburg  low-density  gated  communities  and  malls,  and  indicative  of  Zendai’s

modernist agenda. Figure 1 below details the transaction area, while Figure 2 is part of

the  original  images  released by  the  MAD Architecture  firm2 for  the  Modderfontein

project (Interview, Researcher, 2017, Johannesburg).

 
Map 1: Modderfontein’s location within Johannesburg. Source: Miles Irving, UCL.
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Figure 1. Transaction Area (AECI, 2013).

 
Figure 2. Artist rendering of the Modderfontein project. Source: Lisa Steyn, “Dai’s vision for a
Modderfontein metropolis,” Mail & Guardian, 8 November 2013, https://mg.co.za/article/
2013-11-08-00-dais-vision-for-a-new-metropolis (accessed on 8 November 2019).

18 As has been argued elsewhere, in the case of Modderfontein, interviewees at Zendai

highlighted  how  the  press  reports  that  accompanied  these  images  were  “poorly

received”  (Interview,  Zendai,  2015,  Johannesburg;  Dittgen  2017;  Brill  and  Reboredo

2018). As such the company was forced to immediately defend their intentions, even

before they had started the project.  Similarly pressing was the scale of the project,

which even some within the organisation thought had little chance of success in the

Johannesburg context (Interview, Heartland, 2018, Durban).
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19 For  the  residents  of  Johannesburg,  the  images  and  initial  reports  immediately

suggested a developer that wanted to make dramatic changes to the city’s landscape,

which  would  necessitate  broader  societal  shifts  if  it  was  to  be  successful.  Given

Johannesburg’s history of deliberate exclusion, marginalisation, and segregation, large-

scale,  elite-led developments are typically met with scepticism among city planners

and  the  local  population.  As  one  employee  explained:  “Yes,  there are  flats [in

Johannesburg]  and there’s  different  types  of  dwellings  and you have  a  look  at  the

Chinese  way of  living –  they want  to  impose  that  on this  area  here  and then,  the

Africans, we said ‘hang on, who’s the market now for that’?” (Interview, Zendai, 2017,

Johannesburg). To some extent, according to those interviewed, a change of tack was

what  Zendai  had  hoped  to  achieve  with  the  images  (Interview,  Zendai,  2015

Johannesburg),  and  Mr.  Dai  was  keen  to  highlight  that  Modderfontein  under  his

leadership  would  be  significantly  different  from  projects  attempted  before  in

Johannesburg.

20 Following  these  early  evocative  images,  Zendai  began  to  craft  their  development

strategy,  which  centred  on  creating  an  economic  hub (Interview,  Zendai,  2015,

Johannesburg) that would be “so much better than Sandton,” the financial capital of

South Africa (Interview, Zendai, 2017, Johannesburg). Following the “new town” plans

seen in Chinese urbanism, Zendai sought to create a space whose economic activities

would  be  deeply  entrenched  in  global  economic  systems  –  a  new,  internationally-

oriented  economic  node.  Additionally,  the  original  layout  presented  the  project  as

being connected to the broader city through integrated transport systems, including a

new  Gautrain3 station,  thus  allowing  for  sustainable  growth  and  the  expansion  of

Johannesburg’s polycentric urban core. Initially it was suggested that the project would

bring  in  R1  billion  in  Foreign  Direct  Investisment  (USD 14  million)  and  R14  billion

(USD 970 million) in direct and indirect benefits to the national economy (AECI n.d.),

and these figures were used to persuade the provincial  government to support  the

project discursively.

21 As the South African media highlighted, Zendai sought to induce demand (and market

the property) through the inter-referencing of global cities (for a more comprehensive

analysis of Zendai’s actions at this time, see Ballard and Harrison 2019). They went so

far  as  to  market  themselves  as  the  “New York  of  Africa”  (Interview,  Zendai,  2017,

Johannesburg). This statement set the tone for the project and was seized upon by local

media,  which highlighted how “the aim is to create a commercial  hub to challenge

world’s biggest cities like Hong Kong, London and New York” (Lomu 2013). Eager to

embrace  spectacle  and  drum up publicity  for  the  project,  Dai  similarly  stated  that

Modderfontein was to be the “future capital for the whole of Africa” (Times Live, 2015,

quoted in Carmody and Owusu 2016: 67). To meet these goals, Zendai wanted to attract

Chinese firms looking to expand to South Africa, as well as the continent more broadly.

As one Chinese consultant working in South Africa explained, the belief among real

estate developers in China at the time was that the South African market was “very

stable, like China 10 years ago” (Interview, Consultant, 2017, Johannesburg).

22 Given that many of the people working at Zendai, including their leader, Mr. Dai, had

extensive commercial experience in China, they considered themselves well positioned

to create a commercial development that would cater to this market. Zendai’s embrace

of  the  China/Africa  narrative  and  their  deliberate  reliance  on  Chinese/Asian  firms

epitomises both the hypervisibility of Chinese projects and the nebulosity of overall
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Chinese engagement with Africa.  In reality,  as Pairault  (2018) notes,  Chinese FDI in

Africa represents only 1.2% of the country’s total outward FDI. In fact, Chinese FDI in

the  whole  of  Africa  is  equal  to  only  14.1%  of  what  it  invests  in  the  US,  and

approximately the same as what it invests in Germany. Rather than investing, China

mostly provides services (typically in the form of construction) and financing (through

different  types  of  loans)  to  African  countries.  However,  the  media  typically  report

agreements  under  the  umbrella  of  Chinese  “investment”  and  can  thus  distort  the

reality of Chinese engagement. The distinctions in engagement modalities are further

blurred by the official discourse, which is often kept purposefully vague, and similarly

conflates  investment/financing/  service  provision.  In  Johannesburg,  the  “Chinese”

(that is,  Chinese nationals or South Africans of Chinese descent) spatial  footprint is

characterised by largely disconnected spatial clusters (Dittgen 2017). While the “China

malls”  (large-scale  shopping  centres  specialising  in  wholesaling)  near  central

Johannesburg have been paid for through loans from Chinese state banks or private

financing, no Chinese-backed projects close to Modderfontein’s size or cost exist in the

city (Interview, Planner, 2017, Johannesburg). In Zendai’s case, South Africa’s mature

housing market and low growth rates meant that without a large influx of Chinese

businesses, the original plans for project would likely never get off the ground. As such,

the early phases of the project had a decidedly speculative and outright risky element.

Some academics have surmised that the entire project may have been a way for Dai to

raise  Zendai’s  value  before  selling  the  company  (Interview,  Researcher,  2017,

Johannesburg),  yet  if  this  was the case  the rest  of  the board was kept  in  the dark

(Interview, Heartland, 2018, Durban).

23 The spatiality of the original Modderfontein plan mimicked the patterns observed in

Chinese urbanism (again specifically the “new towns”), as Zendai was going to break

from existing incremental development and create a new urban district complete with

CBD,  residential  areas,  cultural  attractions,  and  urban  amenities.  Whilst  smaller

versions  of  these  developments  are  arguably  also  something  that  characterises

Johannesburg’s  existing  built  environment  (e.g.,  Waterfall  City,  Steyn  City),  given

Modderfontein’s  original  goals,  networks,  and  framing,  it  can  be  – and  was –

interpreted as a reflection of  Zendai’s  experiences in China.  Additionally,  given the

direct reliance on globally-oriented networks and the embedding of the project within

the Sino-South African relationship from the outset, Modderfontein immediately stood

out as unique among large-scale developments.

24 Part  of  creating  a new  edge  city  is  often  marketing  around  fashionable  urban

terminology; for example, as Watson (2014) has shown, African edge city development

proposed by international developers often brand themselves as eco-or smart. In this

way they not only detach themselves physically but also rhetorically from the existing

urban core and its realities. This was also the case in Modderfontein, and it was an

element the media drew attention to: “The smart city project is a big statement from

Chinese businesses.”4 Despite this focus on business, the early proposals also recognised

the need for mixed-used sites, again similar to Chinese new towns, as was stated in a

media release: “The majority of the land will be developed for families, in the hope of

developing the area into an international community”5 (Dai Zhikang quoted in Slater

2013).  These  proposals  also  sought  to  tie  the  development  into  existing  urban

discourses, playing up its ties to Johannesburg’s “integrated development” plans (for

more see Ballard et al. 2017).
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A mediated vision: Tempering expectations

25 Over  the  four  years  following  acquistion,  Zendai,  and  their  new  London-based

consultants  (Atkins),  compiled  a  master  plan  for  the  City  of  Johannesburg.  Of

significant importance to project evolution, however, is the ownership change in early

2015. In January of that year, Dai Zhikang sold the entirety of his shares to a Chinese

state-owned company, China Orient Asset Management Corporation (COAMC). COAMC,

which was initially a “bad bank” for BOC, continues to manage non-performing assets,

suggesting  that  the  Chinese  state  had  little  faith  in  the  project’s  development

(Interview,  Heartland,  2018,  Durban).  Approximately  a  year  later,  COAMC  sold  off

nearly  50%  of  their  shares to  other  Chinese  companies  (Dittgen  2017),  further

splintering the ownership group.

26 Concomitant  with  the  backroom changes,  in  2015,  Zendai  SA and their  consultants

hosted  a  series  of  workshops  with  local  stakeholders,  including  the  City  of

Johannesburg. It was during this process that the necessary documentation was put

together for the planning application. By juxtaposing the plan at this stage with the

early documents, sketches, and media, it’s possible to see how Modderfontein steadily

shifted  away  from  the  original  vision  and  eventually  emerged  as  a  more  “South

African” type of project.

27 In  terms  of  the  masterplan,  the  biggest  shift  was  a  change  in  the  focus  of  the

development’s commercial property: between site visits in 2015 and 2017, Zendai had

reclassified their  target  market  from Chinese  businesses  to  knowledge-based  firms,

largely in response to the changing geopolitics of China’s involvement in South Africa.

This,  arguably,  is  part  of  making  the  site  more  “ordinary”  or  “normal”  within

Johannesburg.  Within  this,  Zendai  wanted  to  pay  particular  attention  to  education

(Faku 2014), with the potential to build a new university. Additionally, the time frame

shifted significantly, moving from an original estimate of 15 years of development to

nearly 50 years (Ballard et al.  2017). As new CEO Du Wenhui noted: “Compared with

three years ago, the rand has fallen 30 percent. When profits cannot make up for the

currency loss, we can only slow down our investments.”6 Finally, the aesthetic of the

project  changed  significantly.  The  master  plan  did  away  with  the  modernist

skyscrapers (and dreams of attracting large-scale Chinese capital) and instead focused

on cost-effective offices that would appeal to “users that find value in proximity to the

airport”  (Modderfontein  Regeneration 2015).  The  final  plan focused on creating  an

environmentally and socially responsive development that would be more in line with

Johannesburg’s  extant  urban  fabric  and  the  requirements  of  the  municipal

government.

28 In 2017, the plan went to Planning Council, a reflection of a potential new buyer (M&T

Development – a South African firm) and the City’s reluctance to prolong the process

even further (as it  had been going for nearly five years).  The plan that was finally

submitted presented a very different vision of the site compared to the initial images

and ideas circulated under Dai in 2012. Rather than ultramodern glass skyscrapers – a

“New York” of Africa – it was instead a more typically Johannesburg-styled project with

rows  of  securitised,  low-density  housing  around  a  central  point  (in  this  case,  the

Modderfontein  reserve)  –  it  was  an  ordinary  space  in  Johannesburg’s  wider  urban

fabric. While the new Gautrain station is still scheduled to be built, whether it will has
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yet to be determined. Large-scale edge city developments have become commonplace

in Johannesburg, and in the end Modderfontein became another example. Moreover,

Fin24 (a South African news website) is reporting that the site will largely be dominated

by low-income housing or “gap housing,” a rapidly developing part of Johannesburg’s

real  estate  market.  Strong government support  for  very low-income housing and a

large supply of  high-end housing has meant developers have turned to the “gap” –

 which refers to those buyers who are just beyond the government subsidy level. The

incremental  changes  in  this  project  thus  typify  the  way  large-scale  developments

slowly unfold and reflect the socio-economic and political dynamics of their context.

 

Local reactions to Zendai’s evolving plan

29 As  Alden  and  Wu  (2016)  note,  South  Africa’s  increasing  economic  and  political

engagement  with  China,  despite  being  framed  in  official  government  policy  as

necessary for the country’s development needs, has led to an on-going unease with

regards to the nature and depths of these ties. While elites, especially within the ANC,

are generally friendly with Chinese actors, within the popular discourse issues ranging

from concern over the opacity of  deals  between the two governments to economic

competition between South African and Chinese businesses have led to a deep-seated

distrust of Chinese actors, which occasionally boils over.

30 In  the  case  of  Modderfontein,  this  distrust  (exacerbated  by  the  aforementioned

hypervisibility and exaggeration of China’s engagement with South Africa) meant that

people,  including those from the public  sector,  were suspicious of  the deal.  As one

interviewee explained her view: the exaggerated images of the site suggested it was one

of spectacle and rhetoric, rather than encouraging more deliberation over its future.

For  her,  “After  the  death of  everything,  there  will  be  this  amazing thing that  will

happen  in  Modderfontein”  (Interview,  City  of  Johannesburg,  2017,  Johannesburg).

Another explained the root of his fear: that the land was “seriously undervalued as land

– from a deal-making perspective it was like some of the cheapest land ever developed

in one of the most well-located areas” (Interview, Public official, 2018, Johannesburg).

Implicit in this was a question of how the deal was negotiated. However, such criticism

ignores Modderfontein’s historic role as home to one of South Africa’s largest dynamite

factories.  The  land  eventually  set  aside  for  the  project  was  owned  by  AECI,  an

explosives and specialist  chemicals  company,  and only sold in 2012.  Yet as another

media report noted: ‘Without a doubt there has been criticism from certain quarters,’

Lai King said, referring to claims that Chinese companies flood a country, bring their

own workers, take the benefits and flee.7

31 This dimension was most evident in the way the governance of the site was discussed

during interviews, where many saw the difference between China and South Africa’s

urban development being one of the state’s role and therefore highlighted how “[i]n

China with a very centralised government, if you get permission from somewhere at

the top it has to feed down because there’s a very hierarchical structure” (Interview,

City of Johannesburg, 2017, Johannesburg). This was understood to be different from

the situation in South Africa, and as has been reported elsewhere (Brill 2018; Ballard

and Harrison 2019), “there was a bit of a lack of understanding about the local context”

(Interview, City of Johannesburg, 2017, Johannesburg). Some interviewees were even

more explicit, noting that “[t]here was an assumption that if you go to Province and get
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buy-in politically at provincial level it will trickle down – that’s how it would work in

China” (Interview, Engineer, 2017, Johannesburg).

32 The  view  of  Zendai,  and  Dai’s  vision  for  Modderfontein,  as  something  inherently

Chinese was articulated and arguably to some extent exoticized in the media as well.

Lisa  Steyn’s  article  highlighted how:  “The new billionaire  in  town is  a  maverick,  a

visionary,  an  art  collector  and  businessman.”  In  many  ways,  this  view  of  Dai  as

something other than a traditional developer speaks to an othering and is evident in

descriptions of him, for example: “Dai reportedly dreamed of being the Warren Buffet

of China.”8 In this way, whilst  linking Dai to recognisable global (north) individuals

associated with corporate power, the media continued to differentiate the site and its

owner as Chinese, going as far as to note that “according to Mr Dai, the project has

been titled Zendai Modderfontein and there are also plans to possibly change the name

of  Modderfontein  to  Zendaifontein”  (Bedfordview  2013).  As  such,  the  project

experienced a heightened level of criticism from the media that was simply not there

for  “South  African”  urban  megaprojects  such  as  Waterfall  City.  Given  the  relative

scarcity of large-scale Chinese projects in South Africa, the Modderfontein site became

emblematic  of  Chinese  intervention  and  quickly  became  associated  with  extant

narratives  of  neo-colonialism,  resource  extraction,  and  government  corruption.  In

turn,  this  fuelled  the  broader  “othering”  of  the  development  and  Zendai  as  an

organisation, and ultimately informed how the development was characterised even as

it underwent profound changes.

 

Conclusion: A “Chinese” megaproject in Johannesburg

33 The masterplan that eventually went to the planning authority was rooted in a global

understanding  of  contemporary  urban  development,  but  with  inflections  of  South

African and Chinese urbanism. Yet with the sale of the site,  MT Development – the

company now in control – is expected to build a large-scale project for mixed incomes

that will  cater to the dominant economic activities of  Johannesburg and match the

city’s extant aesthetic. Rather than being a centre for Chinese business, the area will

instead likely reflect  the tendencies of  the economy at  the time of  completion and

therefore fit within the general decentralisation of commercial activity that has come

to typify Johannesburg’s development (see Todes 2012). The idea of creating a futuristic

site for the global economy, rooted to some extent in the experiences of a Chinese-

based  developer,  has  in  the  end  been  mediated  by  the  actions  of  non-Chinese

consultants, the City of Johannesburg, and local politics.

34 This paper has sought to understand Modderfontein as both a manifestation of global

trends  (e.g.,  increasing  Chinese  engagement  with  Africa,  urban  inter-referencing

throughout the Global South) and as reflection of place- and context-specific factors. In

advancing the agenda and calling for more analysis of Africa’s Chinese-inspired urban

spaces, we seek to demonstrate further that urban development is not monolithic or

easy to explain, but rather is full of discrepancies and histories upon which any future

development – and research of said development – must rest.  Despite the ease with

which  developers  and  consulting  firms  can  reference  ideas  from  other  cities  or

societies (see Brill and Conte 2019), the specific articulations of those urban forms and

the particular  livelihoods  they are  intertwined with cannot  be  overlaid  into  a  new

context  without  fundamental  alterations.  The  study  of  new cities  and  other  urban
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megaprojects on the African continent should be recontextualised to focus on the wide

range of local features and factors that ultimately decide the success or failure of a

given project. As developments are never strictly top-down affairs, approaching them

with a lens toward the local makes it possible to move beyond the obvious and fully

unpack the place-specific flows, forms, and networks that assemble within a project.

This,  we  would  argue,  in  line  with  the  broader  special  issue,  leads  to  an  almost

ordinariness about them.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ADAMA, Onyanta. 2017. “Urban Imaginaries: Funding Mega Infrastructure Projects in Lagos,

Nigeria.” GeoJournal January: 1‑18.

AECI. 2013. “Transaction.” https://www.aeciworld.com/pdf/investors/presentations/2013/

heartland-and-zendai-transaction.pdf (accessed on 26 July 2019).

ALDEN, Chris, and Wu YU-SHAN. 2016. “South African Foreign Policy and China: Converging

Visions, Competing Interests, Contested Identities.” Commonwealth & Comparative Politics 54(2):

203‑31.

BALLARD, Richard, Romain DITTGEN, Philip HARRISON, and Alison TODES. 2017. “Megaprojects

and Urban Visions: Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom and Modderfontein.” Transformation:

Critical Perspectives on Southern Africa 95(1): 111‑39.

BALLARD, Richard, and Philip HARRISON. 2019. “Transnational Urbanism Interrupted: A Chinese

Developper’s Attemps to Secure Approval to Build the ‘New York of Africa’ at Modderfontein,

Johannesburg.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space (June). DOI:

10.1177/0308518X19853277 (accessed on 9 November 2019).

BALLARD, Richard, and Margot RUBIN. 2017. “A Marshall Plan for Human Settlements: How

Megaprojects Became South Africa’s Housing Policy.” Transformation: Critical Perspectives on

Southern Africa 95(1): 1‑31.

BRILL, Frances. 2018. “Playing the Game: A Comparison of International Actors in Real Estate

Development in Modderfontein, Johannesburg and London’s Royal Docks.” Geoforum. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015 (accessed on 26 July 2019).

CARMODY, Pádraig, and Francis Y. OWUSU. 2016. “Neoliberalism, Urbanization and Change in

Africa: The Political Economy of Heterotopias.” Journal of African Development (18): 61‑73.

CARTIER, Carolyn. 2002. “Transnational Urbanism in the Reform-Era Chinese City: Landscapes

from Shenzhen.” Urban Studies 39(9): 1513‑32.

CASTELLS, Manuel. 2010. “Globalisation, Networking, Urbanisation: Reflections on the Spatial

Dynamics of the Information Age.” Urban Studies 47(13): 2737‑45.

CHIEN, Shiuh-Shen, and Ian GORDON. 2008. “Territorial Competition in China and the West.” 

Regional Studies 42(1): 31‑49.

China Perspectives, 2019-4 | 2019

27

https://www.aeciworld.com/pdf/investors/
https://www.aeciworld.com/pdf/investors/
https://www.aeciworld.com/pdf/investors/
https://www.aeciworld.com/pdf/investors/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19853277
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19853277
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.05.015


CHOW, Renee Y. 2017. “Continuity and Change: Challenging the Disposable Chinese City.” 

Architectural Design 87(5): 114‑21.

DENG, F. Frederic, and Youqin HUANG. 2004. “Uneven Land Reform and Urban Sprawl in China:

The Case of Beijing.” Progress in Planning 61(3): 211‑36.

DITTGEN, Romain. 2017. “Features of Modernity, Development and ‘Orientalism’: Reading

Johannesburg through Its ‘Chinese’ Urban Spaces.” Journal of Southern African Studies 43(5): 979‑96.

FAKU, Dineo. 2014. “Modderfontein city to start next year.” IOL News. https://www.iol.co.za/

business-report/economy/modderfontein-city-to-start-next-year-1673908 (accessed on 26 July

2019).

FAULCONBRIDGE, James, and Monika GRUBBAUER. 2015. “Transnational Building Practices:

Knowledge Mobility and the Inescapable Market.” Global Networks 15(3): 275‑87.

HARRISON, Philip, and Alison TODES. 2017. “Satellite Settlement on the Spatial Periphery:

Lessons from International and Gauteng Experience.” Transformation: Critical Perspectives on

Southern Africa 95(1): 32‑62.

HORESH, Niv, and Kean Fan LIM. 2017. “China: An East Asian Alternative to Neoliberalism?” The

Pacific Review 30(4): 425‑42.

LARKIN, Brian. 2013. “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure.” Annual Review of Anthropology 42:

327‑43.

LIN, George C.S. 2007. “Chinese Urbanism in Question: State, Society, and the Reproduction of

Urban Spaces.” Urban Geography 28(1): 7‑29.

LIN, George C.S., and Fangxin YI. 2011. “Urbanization of Capital or Capitalization on Urban Land?

Land Development and Local Public Finance in Urbanizing China.” Urban Geography 32(1): 50‑79.

MODDERFONTEIN REGENERATION. 2015. “Final Workshop Report – July 28th and 29th.” Zendai,

ARUP, Colliers, Atkins.

MURPHY, James T., Padraig CARMODY, Richard GRANT, and Francis OWUSU. 2018. “The impact

of China on African cities: Potentials for development.” In Kris Bezdecny and Kevin Archer (eds.), 

Handbook of Emerging 21st-Century Cities. Cheltenham and Northampton: Edward Elgar Publishing.

MURRAY, Martin J. 2015. “Waterfall City (Johannesburg): Privatized Urbanism in Extremis.” 

Environment and Planning A 47(3): 503‑20.

NOORLOOS, Femke H. J. van, and Maggi W.H. LEUNG. 2018. “Circulating Asian Urbanisms: An

Analysis of Policy and Media Discourse in Africa and Latin America.” In Eckart Woertz (ed.), 

Circulating Asian Urbanisms: An Analysis of Policy and Media Discourse in Africa and Latin America.

London and New York: Routledge. 125‑42.

NOORLOOS, Femke H. J. van, and Marjan KLOOSTERBOER. 2018. “Africa’s New Cities: The

Contested Future of Urbanisation.” Urban Forum 55(6): 1223‑41.

ONG, Aihwa. 2011. “Introduction: Worlding Cities, or the Art of Being Global.” In Ananya Roy and

Aihwa Ong (eds.), Worlding cities asian experiments and the art of being global. Oxford: Blackwell.

1‑26.

PAIRAULT, Thierry. 2018. “Guest Post - China in Africa: Much Ado about Investment - Part 2.” 

China Africa Research Initiative. http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/2018/02/guest-post-china-

in-africa-much-ado.html (accessed on 26 July 2019).

China Perspectives, 2019-4 | 2019

28

https://www.iol.co.za/business-report/economy/modderfontein-city-to-start-next-year-1673908
https://www.iol.co.za/business-report/economy/modderfontein-city-to-start-next-year-1673908
https://www.iol.co.za/business-report/economy/modderfontein-city-to-start-next-year-1673908
https://www.iol.co.za/business-report/economy/modderfontein-city-to-start-next-year-1673908
http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/2018/02/guest-post-china-in-africa-much-ado.html
http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/2018/02/guest-post-china-in-africa-much-ado.html
http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/2018/02/guest-post-china-in-africa-much-ado.html
http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/2018/02/guest-post-china-in-africa-much-ado.html


RAPOPORT, Elizabeth. 2014. “Utopian Visions and Real Estate Dreams: The Eco-City Past, Present

and Future.” Geography Compass 8(2): 137‑49.

REN, Xuefei, and Liza WEINSTEIN. 2013. “Urban Governance, Mega-Projects, and Scalar

Transformations in China and India.” In Tony Roshan Samara, Shenjing He, and Guo Chen (eds.), 

Locating Right to the City in the Global South. New York: Routledge. 107‑26.

ROY, Ananya. 2016. “Who’s Afraid of Postcolonial Theory?” International Journal of Urban and

Regional Research 40(1): 200‑9.

SHEN, Jie, and Fulong WU. 2017. “The Suburb as a Space of Capital Accumulation: The

Development of New Towns in Shanghai, China.” Antipode 49(3): 761‑80.

SWYNGEDOUW, Erik, Frank MOULAERT, and Arantxa RODRIGUEZ. 2002. “Neoliberal Urbanization

in Europe: Large–Scale Urban Development Projects and the New Urban Policy.” Antipode 34(3):

542‑77.

TAYLOR, Ian. 2016. “Dependency Redux: Why Africa Is Not Rising.” Review of African Political

Economy 43(147): 8‑25.

TODES, Alison. 2012. “Urban Growth and Strategic Spatial Planning in Johannesburg, South

Africa.” Cities 29(3): 158‑65.

TODES, Alison, Dylan WEAKLEY, and Phillip HARRISON. 2017. “Densifying Johannesburg: Context,

Policy and Diversity.” Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 33(2): 281‑99.

WATSON, Vanessa. 2014. “African Urban Fantasies: Dreams or Nightmares?” Environment and

Urbanization 26(1): 215‑31.

WU, Fulong. 2016. “China’s Emergent City-Region Governance: A New Form of State Spatial

Selectivity through State-Orchestrated Rescaling.” International Journal of Urban and Regional

Research 40(6): 1134‑51.

WU, Fulong. 2018. “Planning Centrality, Market Instruments: Governing Chinese Urban

Transformation under State Entrepreneurialism.” Urban Studies 55(7): 1383‑99.

WU, Fulong, and Jingxing ZHANG. 2007. “Planning the Competitive City-Region: The Emergence

of Strategic Development Plan in China.” Urban Affairs Review 42(5): 714‑40.

XU, Jiang, and Anthony Gar-On YEH. 2005. “City Repositioning and Competitiveness Building in

Regional Development: New Development Strategies in Guangzhou, China.” International Journal of

Urban and Regional Research 29(2): 283‑308.

YEH, Anthony Gar-On. 2005. “Dual Land Market and Internal Spatial Structure of Chinese Cities.” 

In Fulong Wu and Laurence J. C. Ma (eds.), Restructuring the Chinese City: Changing Society, Economy

and Space. London: Routledge. 59‑79.

NOTES

1. Chris  Weller,  “Africa's  carbon-copy cities  show how much it  wants to be the new China,”

Business Insider,  19 August 2015, https://www.businessinsider.com/african-cities-now-look-like-

chinese-cities-2015-8 (accessed on 26 July 2019).

2. MAD would later work with Zendai on the Nanjing Zendai Himalayas Centre,  which has a

similar aesthetic to the early Modderfontein sketches.

China Perspectives, 2019-4 | 2019

29

https://www.businessinsider.com/african-cities-now-look-like-chinese-cities-2015-8
https://www.businessinsider.com/african-cities-now-look-like-chinese-cities-2015-8
https://www.businessinsider.com/african-cities-now-look-like-chinese-cities-2015-8
https://www.businessinsider.com/african-cities-now-look-like-chinese-cities-2015-8


3. The Gautrain is Johannesburg’s light rail system. It connects Sandton, Pretoria, and OR Tambo

International Airport. For a more extensive analysis of the proposals of a Modderfontein station

see Brill and Conte (2019).

4. Krista Lomu, “Shanghai Zendai to develop a ‘smart city’ in South Africa,” GBTimes, 3 March

2015, https://gbtimes.com/shangai-zendai-develop-smart-city-south-africa (accessed on 26 July

2019).

5. Dylan  Slater,  “Chinese  Developer  Determines  Modderfontein’s  Future,”  Bedfordview  and

Edenvale  News,  11  November  2013,  bedfordviewedenvalenews.co.za/221782/aeci-land-soldaeci-

sells-outland-sold-to-chinese-developersold/ (accessed on 26 July 2019).

6. Wenwen  Wang,  “Slow  and  steady  in  SA,”  The  Global  Times,  29  November  2016,  http://

www.globaltimes.cn/content/1020943.shtml (accessed on 26 July 2019).

7. Lisa Steyn, “Dai’s vision for a Modderfontein metropolis,” The Mail and Guardian, 8 November

2013,  https://mg.co.za/article/2013-11-08-00-dais-vision-for-a-new-metropolis (accessed  on  26

July 2019).

8. Ibid.

ABSTRACTS

In  2012,  a  Chinese  developer,  Zendai,  purchased  1,600  hectares  of  land  in  Modderfontein,

Johannesburg,  and announced  plans  for  a  new  urban  megadevelopment.  Hiring  a  Chinese

designer, the company released a series of computer-generated images. Drawing on these, the

media and many in the city perceived the site to be distinctly “Chinese,” rooted in futuristic,

speculative visions of urbanity. At the same time, African urban research turned its attention to

similar large-scale projects throughout the continent, and has continued to speculate on their

consequences.  Building  on  these  two  different  interpretations  of  Modderfontein,  this  paper

engages  with  the  site  as  a  manifestation  of  both  global  trends  (e.g.,  increasing  Chinese

engagement with Africa, urban inter-referencing throughout the Global South) and a reflection

of place- and context-specific factors. In doing so, we focus on the ordinariness of the project to

interrogate  how  the  idea  of  creating  an  ultramodern  global  economic  hub,  rooted  in  the

experiences and practices of a Chinese-based developer, was in the end mediated by the actions

of international consultants and the City of Johannesburg. We suggest that Modderfontein should

be seen as a generative form of urbanism where elements perceived to be Chinese were lost in

the master planning process. We argue that the socio-material dimensions of the project instead

reflect a distinctly South African urbanism.
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Introduction

1 Migratory movement from China to Africa dates back centuries. However, in the past

few  decades,  the  contemporary  waves  of  Chinese  migration  to  Africa  present  new

specific features (Ma Mung 2008; Sullivan and Cheng 2018). The consequent new rounds

of  China-Africa  encounters  have drawn increasing attention from academics.  While

some scholars interpret recent Chinese migration to Africa as closely related to China

as a rising global power, and seek to connect this with the state’s growing interests

(Cardenal and Araujo 2014; French 2014; Carmody 2016), others argue that the majority

of recent Chinese migrants in Africa are driven by economic motivations. They have an

opportunistic incentive, and are looking to upgrade their personal financial and social

capacity  (Haugen  and  Carling  2005;  Lin  2014;  Driessen  2015).  These  new  waves  of
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migration  have  also  generated  debates  about  China-Africa  encounters.  Some  have

focused on the construction or  deconstruction of  identity  among Chinese  diasporic

communities  (Park  2010;  Harrison  et  al.  2012;  Huynh  2018).  Some  scholars  have

examined  African  responses,  especially  resistance  towards  the  growing  Chinese

influence (Sylvanus 2013; Warmerdam and Van Dijk 2016),  while others explore the

migrations’ catalytic effects in generating new social spaces (Haugen and Carling 2005;

Wei  2015).  In  relation  to  migration/  host  relations,  Mohan  offered  an  in-depth

observation  of  the  China-Africa  migration  and  recognised  the  importance  of  “the

everyday, micro-politics of inter-cultural encounter and exchange,” which is relatively

under-studied (Mohan et al. 2014: 163).

2 The case of “Rwanda Market” in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, offers a chance to fill this gap in

existing research by providing empirical evidence. I see Rwanda Market as one type of

Chinese space in Africa where local socioeconomic activities take shape in a traditional

market  space under the dynamic influence of  Chinese migration.  Yet  the extent  of

Chinese identity in this case differs from many other cases in the existing literature,

such as China Town malls in South African cities (Huynh 2018), Chinese communities in

rural  towns  (Deumert  and  Mabandla  2015),  and  real  estate  projects  where  Chinese

capital and Chinese visions of modernity accumulate into a new city (Dittgen 2017). In

these  cases,  business  networks  are  triggered  by  migrant  communities  and  ethnic

groups,  and  to  some  extent  are  distinct  from  the  local  ones.  In  Rwanda  Market,

however, it is the local business network that is actively adapting itself and responding

to the dynamic and complex needs of a migrant community.

3 A subtle implication embedded in almost every case study on Chinese spaces in Africa is

that Chinese communities tend to practice self-segregation. Yan et al (2018) challenged

this widespread view in a recent study on Chinese presence in different contexts in

Africa,  but  relatively  few  details  were  given  on  how  Chinese  and  locals  actively

combated the obvious social and cultural gaps, and in what capacity they engaged each

other in their daily lives.

4 These efforts  to engage each other can be observed in great density in the case of

Rwanda Market. Located in central Addis Ababa, it is the only open-air market in the

city  that  sells  Chinese  vegetables.  The  market  is  dominated  by  local  vendors.

Some Chinese  grocery  shops  and  restaurants  are  found  nearby,  and  many  other

Chinese restaurants in the city are also supplied by the market. In Rwanda Market,

there  are  cross-border encounters  between  Chinese  customers  and  local  vendors,

between curious locals and Chinese food products, and between Chinese suppliers and

their  competitors.  In  this  sense,  it  contributes  to  Mohan’s  analytical  framework  of

migration-host relations (2014) by concentrating all categories of a relationship into

one location. While Chinese migrants did not build Rwanda Market themselves, they

have stimulated the formation of a local network as a consumer group and the building

of the market in different ways. This illustrates the day-to-day practice of these cross-

national interactions as an “ethnography of the ordinary” (Overing and Passes 2000).

5 The research presented in this article forms part of a broader interest in understanding

the changes in Ethiopian cities under the influence of Chinese investment and China-

Africa migration, and primarily through infrastructure projects and industrial policy

changes. The broadly framed research took place between November 2017 and June

2019. The findings presented here are based on first-hand observations and interviews

conducted  during  field  trips  in  Addis  Ababa  over  a  cumulative  three-month  stay
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conducted in stages between January and November 2018. During fieldwork, the case of

Rwanda Market immediately stood out because, unlike other cases, Chinese investment

is minimal here while the degree of daily engagement between the migrant community

and the locals is outstanding. Chinese consumers, shop owners, and local vendors were

interviewed in their mother tongue to ensure balanced information. This was achieved

with the help of  Chinese-speaking scholars  and Amharic-speaking researchers from

Addis  Ababa.  In  the scoping  stage,  representatives  from  food-business-related

government  entities, including  the  Ministry  of  Agriculture,  Ethiopian  Investment

Commission  (EIC),  Agriculture  Transformation Agency  (ATA),  and  the  sanitary  and

health  department  in  the  Addis  Ababa  City  Administration  were  interviewed.1 The

purpose of this was to understand the local urban food economy. More than 50 short

interviews were conducted. Half of those sampled were customers in the Market and

the other half were interviewed outside the Market. Around 80% of those interviewed

were Chinese, which reflects the composition of the customers observed in the Market.

They  were  asked  about  their  shopping  experiences  in  Rwanda  Market  and  their

understanding of the city’s food value chain. In-depth interviews were conducted in

subsequent field trips.  Eleven key Chinese informants,  including restaurant owners,

shop  owners,  and  corporate  consumers,  were  interviewed.2 Furthermore,  11  local

business owners and three government officials were also interviewed. On 20 October

2018, food price sampling was also conducted among different food outlets in the city.3

6 Based  on  analysis  from  first-hand  observations  and  data,  this  article  seeks  to  add

empirical rather than theoretical value. It takes three steps to understand the physical

and social forms of Rwanda Market as a space of conviviality. First, it analyses how the

growing Chinese  migration to  Ethiopia  coincides  with the  latter’s globalisation and

privatisation of the food economy. Second, it reads the market as a transformational

space both from a historical  perspective and by looking at  the dynamic food value

chain  it  builds.  In  so  doing,  it  identifies  key  actors  and  networks  within  and

surrounding  the  market.  This  serves  to  explain  the  socioeconomic  relationship

between  Chinese  migrants  and  the  host  population.  Subsequently,  it  explores  the

different types of China-Africa encounters in the Market, and how this could lead to a

new collective identity for the market through these encounters.

 

Chinese migration and Ethiopia’s food economy

7 There is no accurate data on how many Chinese are currently living and working in

Ethiopia. According to a recent study by the China-Africa Research Initiative at Johns

Hopkins University, the number of Chinese workers in Ethiopia increased from more

than 5,000 in 2009 to around 10,000 in 2016.4 Other studies suggest that the Chinese

population in Addis Ababa fluctuates frequently, and could reach tens of thousands at

its peak.5 With the expansion of Ethiopian Airlines into a major transportation facility

that  provides  connections  between  Chinese  and  African  cities,6 many  Chinese

companies and institutions, such as the China-Africa Development Fund and the phone

manufacturer  Tecno  Mobile,  have  made  Addis  Ababa  their  regional  headquarters.

Chinese  managers  and representatives  are  constantly  flying  in  and  out,  with  some

staying for weeks or even months at a time. The growing political and commercial ties

between China and Ethiopia indicate that the Chinese population in Ethiopia is set to
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remain significant (Adem 2012). This helps create a stable niche market for Chinese

vegetables and other Asian food products.

8 However,  unlike  the  developments  in  many  other  African  countries,  this  steadily-

growing market has not brought much Chinese investment into agribusiness and the

food supply chain in Ethiopia (see e.g. Chatelard and Chu 2015). This is attributable to

two major barriers. At the national policy level, the Ethiopian agribusiness and food

business are restricted towards foreign direct investment (Woldu et al. 2013). Though

Ethiopia has been among the top performers in terms of economic growth in Africa

during the past decade, the country still bears a heavy external debt, and is facing a

significant shortage in foreign exchange (Cochrane and Bekele 2018). This has led to an

export-oriented economic policy, and efforts by the government to attract FDI (FDRE

Ministry of Industry 2013). To facilitate a sustainable development path, FDI was only

encouraged in manufacturing and other sectors with higher added-values. This means

that  it  is  restricted  in  many  other  areas,  including  the  food  sector.7 Secondly,  the

shortage  of  foreign  currency  in  Ethiopia  also  discourages  large-scale  foreign

investment in the food business.  This is because, owing to the government’s strong

control over obtaining US dollars to sustain its reserve of hard currency, any foreign

capital invested in Ethiopia is virtually locked inside the domestic market and cannot

flow out without a struggle.8

9 Recent policy changes in Ethiopia, including the privatisation and globalisation of the

national  economy,  suggest  a  possible  flip  of  the  current  scenario.  Currently,  FDI  is

almost  invisible  in  the  country’s  food  business.9 Though  there  has  not  been  a

substantial  transformation  of  the  local  food  value  chain,  globalisation  of  the  food

business  is  already  taking  place  in  Addis  Ababa.  In  2014,  a  revision  of  foreign

investment  proclamation  opened  the  tourism-related  restaurant  business  to  FDI.

However, the minimum investment demand for foreign business was placed at 200,000

USD. This sets the bar very high for any foreigner interested in the catering business.10

Despite this,  the international restaurant franchise Pizza Hut managed to enter the

Ethiopian market, and opened its first branch next to a train station on the newly built

Light Rail Train line.11 The increasing number of Chinese restaurants in Addis Ababa is

also palpable.  There are currently 29 Chinese-invested restaurants registered under

Ethiopia Investment Commission (EIC) in the city.12

10 Besides Chinese restaurants, there is a growing demand for Chinese food from Chinese

companies based in Ethiopia. The construction of the Ring Road by China Road & Bridge

Company (CRBC, now China Communication & Construction Company) before the turn

of the century is considered a benchmark project for Chinese entering the Ethiopian

market through the construction sector. To date, this area is dominated by Chinese

companies. Chinese business entities in Ethiopia vary from large-scale State-Owned-

Enterprises (SOEs) to financial institutions and small-scale family businesses. For both

cultural and economic reasons, Chinese companies typically offer in-house catering for

their Chinese staff.  Some companies, usually those with a larger number of Chinese

staff, lease land in Addis Ababa. They build their own dormitories and canteens, many

of which are located in the Bole Sub-city.13 Some companies rent private properties and

hire cooks (at least during workdays) to prepare three Chinese meals a day for their

staff. Family-scale business owners or frequent-flyer-expatriates cook for themselves.

They  frequently  visit  Chinese  restaurants  nearby.  The  growing  number  of  Chinese

migrants in Ethiopia, together with the consequent demand for varied catering options
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and the presence of the Chinese catering business, call for a supply and distribution

centre for Chinese food produce in Addis Ababa. It is these aspects that make Chinese

culture,  especially  in  relation to  food,  now a  deeply-embedded feature  of  the  local

economy.

11 Despite growing FDI in the restaurant business in Ethiopia, the food value chain in the

country remains relatively traditional and straightforward (Dorosh and Rashid 2013;

Warshawsky 2016). Staple produce such as teff enjoys a more centralised distribution

pattern,  and  relies  on  government-controlled  outlets  and  specialty  shops  to  reach

individual  customers (Woldu et  al.  2013).  The distribution of  fruit  and vegetables is

more market-driven, as these products are perishable. The consumption pattern tends

to be flexible (Minten et al. 2016). In Addis Ababa’s urban value chain for vegetables and

fruit,  supplies  come  either  from  private  farms,  from  Erfruit,14 or  local  wholesale

markets.  Urban vegetable-and-fruit  outlets  include  regular  shops,  the  Erfruit  shops,

private farm shops, modern retail such as supermarkets, and informal vendors or Gulits 

(Woldu et al. 2013). Despite the government’s effort to modernise the economy, the city

finds a large portion of its population working in the informal sector. To date, small-

scale local food retailers remain dominant in the urban food landscape (Assefa et al.

2016). There are no more than a few regular food markets in Addis Ababa, of which the

biggest  is  Atikilt  Tera,  located  in  the  Piassa  area.  Atikilt  Tera  is  the  city’s  biggest

wholesale market for fruit and vegetables, located next to Merkato. This is the biggest

marketplace  in  the  city,  and  arguably  the  biggest  in the  region.  Atikilt  Tera  also

consists of a great number of retail shops, offering a promising quantity of supply and

varied kinds of food production. However, daily congestion in the area is caused by the

huge amount of trading in and around the market, creating reluctance amongst the

migrant-customers  to  visit  the  market  on  a  regular  basis.15 On  the  other  hand,

consisting of regular retail shops and directly supplied by Atikilt Tera, Rwanda Market

is located in the centre of the Bole Sub-city. This is where development projects are

booming,  and where the majority of  Chinese migrants are concentrated.  Being in a

convenient location and easily accessible,  Rwanda Market has become an inevitable

choice for Chinese food consumers in the city.

 

An Ethiopian market selling Chinese food

12 Scholars have documented “ethnic food markets” in cities all over the world (Imbruce

2015;  Joassart-Marcelli  et  al.  2017).  These  market  spaces  are  usually  managed  by

particular ethnic groups to serve the needs of specific communities at a local level. For

the diversification of food products available in the markets, the vendors are generally

associated with a global-scale business network, because some of the products are not

supplied locally. As a result of these cross-national business activities, these markets

typically present uncommon or ethnic characteristics in their physical forms that are

distinct from the ordinary food outlets in the city.

13 Rwanda  Market  is  an  exceptional  case  in  the  sense  that  it  supplies  a  migrant

community with a local business network. It  is  an open-air market next to Rwanda

Street in Addis Ababa.16 It is located in the sub-city of Bole, adjacent to the busy Airport

Road, or Bole Road (See map 1). The street leading to the market from Bole Road is

lined with small shops and restaurants, and becomes easily congested with traffic. The

scale of the market and the relatively hidden location suggests that it mainly serves the
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demands  of  the  neighbourhood.  However,  given  the  variety  of  Chinese  fruit  and

vegetables in the market, customers visit the market from as far as 20 km away.17

 
Map. Rwanda Market, Chinese restaurants and other landmarks in Addis Ababa. 

Image  102CA0B80000415200002BEE29E3F28BCCE75FB7.emf

Credit: author.

14 The daily operation of the Rwanda Market is a hybrid between local food business and

non-local  and uncommon food products  (see pictures 1‑2).  A road cuts  through the

market,  and  this  creates  easy  access  for  food  delivery  and  for  customers.  Local

distributors arrive with food supplies in trucks. They park the trucks along the road,

unload the vegetables and pile them into what looks like mountains of greenness in the

front row of the market. The access road also becomes the prime location where most

of the stores that sell Chinese food products line up on each side. Here, one can locate

vegetables rarely found in other parts of the city, and mostly unknown to locals. These

include Chinese lettuce, Chinese cabbage, radish, beansprouts, and many others.
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Photo  1. View of the Rwanda Market. Vendors are advertising products in Chinese, 4 August 2018.

Image  1031C92000004193000030DF79B63BE6969D089B.emf

Credit: author.

 
Photo 2. Chinese vegetables are stacking at the shops in Rwanda Market, 4 August 2018.

Image  1031A06C00004193000030CFA660D272A7E5930F.emf

Credit: author.
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15 Around 8 am, the street starts to crowd with Chinese buyers,  and Chinese language

becomes more audible throughout the day. Besides the piling of Chinese vegetables in

the front row, there are also meat products in the side parts of Rwanda Market. Pork,

uncommon in  the  local  diet  but  popular  in  the  Chinese  diet,  is  almost  exclusively

supplied here. Staff from Chinese companies in Ethiopia go there every day, and leave

with big packs of food. Following the rapid expansion of the Chinese food business,

Mandarin Chinese has become very popular in the market, even for Ethiopian vendors.

Street  boys  shout  out  to  Asian  drivers  and  passengers  “Dianhua  ka?”  (電話卡?,

Mandarin for “want a mobile top-up card?”)

16 In Rwanda Market, the Chinese presence is fully expressed on the signboards on the

façade of some stores, and through the market’s aural landscape. But if one ignores the

presence  of  written  and spoken Chinese  language,  Rwanda Market  presents  a  very

similar  appearance to any other traditional  market  in the city.  As  in other market

places,  the  shops  are  sheltered  with  rudimentary  structures.  However,  the  spatial

organisation is well-planned, with rows of shops arrayed and connected to the main

road by access lanes. In the same way as other traditional markets in the city, shops

here are strictly registered. Sanitation and taxation are also relatively well regulated.

In this sense, Rwanda Market is essentially an Ethiopian market space contextualised in

the socioeconomic situation of the local food value chain.

17 At least two facts decisively anchor Rwanda Market as an Ethiopian market space, and

thus identify its particular position in the food value chain. One is that the vendors are

exclusively Ethiopian. The other is that they organise themselves with social initiatives

known as Aksiyon.18 The widespread awareness of such an organisation has a strong

implication on the market’s economic efficiency, social capacity, and identity building

(Kebede 2017).Aksiyon is a type of shareholding group that builds partnerships among

many individuals. They contribute a fixed amount of cash to a pool fund for stronger

financial  capacity.  This  model  of  collaboration  among  vendors  and  shop  owners

originated from Merkato’s urban renewal process. Merkato was arguably the biggest

trade and distribution centre in Ethiopia. Before the government’s effort to rebuild the

area  into  a  collection  of  multi-floor  shopping  centres  through  the  urban  renewal

program, there were large amounts of informal business owners. Facing the inevitable

rebuilding process, vendors in Merkato organised themselves into Aksiyons in order to

gain capital, and leased land directly from the government. Through this process, the

local vendors became developers, and around 40% of the built spaces are rented by the

Aksiyon  members  (Angélil  and  Hebel  2016).  Encouraged  by  the  successful

transformation,  business  owners  in  Atikilt  Tera  initiated  the  same  organisation

process. Rwanda Market followed, in the hope of gaining a stake in future development

plans.

18 There are currently two Aksiyons  in the market:  Rwanda Aksiyon and Japan Aksiyon.

These names are adopted from nearby landmarks: the Embassy of Rwanda in Ethiopia,

and a Japanese-sponsored public housing project. Almost all vendors and shop owners

joined the Aksiyons. The Rwanda Aksiyon was initiated at the beginning of the 1990s, and

consists of 280 members. The Japan Aksiyon has 82 members, and is relatively new.19

Members of  the Aksiyons  make monthly contributions to  the organisations,  and get

their respective shares from them. These two organisations are registered under the

woreda government,20 and have their own offices. They have drawn up their own vision

for the future development of the land they occupy, and are awaiting approval. The
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potential merging of the two Aksiyons would indicate their “capacity to undertake the

construction  of  the  buildings,”  and  reinforce  their  stakes  in  the  decision-making

process.21 This  is  significant,  especially  against  the  backdrop  of  a  government-led

development system. By setting up an Aksiyon,  financially uncompetitive individuals

seek stronger bargaining power through collective micro-financing mechanisms.

19 Understanding the organisation of Aksiyon as a collective response by the Ethiopian

vendors to the Chinese migration paves the way for understanding the transformation

of Rwanda Market into a Chinese food market. It is not to say that the locals exclusively

own the business in and around the market. Indeed, Chinese competitors are right next

door. There are a couple of Chinese-owned grocery shops located next to the Rwanda

Market, mostly selling imported food products. But they are outnumbered by the local

vendors,  and function mainly  as  a  supplement  to  the  primary market  for  frequent

visitors.  Chinese  buyers  who  pay  daily  visits  to  local  vegetable  vendors  go  to  the

Chinese-owned shops once or twice a week only.22 With minimal intervention from the

migrant communities, the local value chain for Chinese food produce has developed

effectively. This will be examined in detail in the subsequent sections.

 

A developing food value chain

Transformation of the market

20 Rwanda Market used to be a place with muddled iron shacks that housed an informal

market.  In 2004,  the government launched a renovation programme to turn it  into

arrayed structures.23 The “upgrade” of the market represented a change with more of a

regulatory nature than in its built forms. While the renovated structures are largely

iron  and  timber,  with  rudimentary  construction  techniques, the  ownership  and

administration of the market changed hands. The woreda government took control,

creating unified rental payment from the shop owners and vendors.

21 Regularised but still small in scale, the shop owners and vendors in the market actively

sought new linkages, ready to shift their business for better profit at any time. This is

how Rwanda Market shifted towards Chinese customers when the opportunity arose.

The exact timing is hard to trace, but the watermelon story in many ways depicts the

arrival of the Chinese customers:

Our first introduction [to Chinese customers] was the watermelon. I didn’t know
about this fruit before (…). A Chinese cook from the Huawei company brought this
fruit and suggested that we should sell it.  At first, we were very suspicious. But
when other Chinese customers came and bought almost all of the watermelons in a
short time, we were won over. After that, we felt confident to take new items, and
we looked for all kinds of vegetables that were demanded by the Chinese customers.
24

22 Identifying the promising market of Chinese food retail, many sellers of the Rwanda

Market have started to re-orientate their perspectives. The transformation is still going

on,  as  some vendors  are  still  in  the process  of  switching their  original  business  to

selling Chinese vegetables for better and steadier profits. Interviews show that most

local vendors re-oriented their business towards this niche market not because they

have  direct  interactions  with  the  Chinese  community,  but  because  of  their  local

networks that connect them to those who have experience in this business.25

China Perspectives, 2019-4 | 2019

40



23 Watermelons might have inadvertently become the intermediary through which the

Chinese  joined  the  food  value  chain  in  Rwanda  Market.  Since  then,  the  eating

preferences, culinary culture, and purchasing habits of the Chinese migrant group in

the  city  have  (after  being  initiated  by  the  locals)  shaped  and  reshaped  its  food

landscape.  The dynamic social  network of  the market  paved the way for  economic

aspiration for many vendors, and has enabled them to create new supply chains. For

example, some of the farms supplying Chinese vegetables in Rwanda Market, mostly

run by  local  farmers,  are  located as  far  as  300 km away from the  city.26 The  same

network  has  also  created  a  unique  food  pricing  and  marketing  mechanism  in  the

market, with direct and indirect influences from the Chinese community.

 

Food pricing, marketing, and supply

24 The  role  of  urban  market  institutions,  especially  in  Sub-Saharan  African  cities,  is

critical (Porter et al. 2007), with food pricing and marketing being important tools to

understand the urban-rural interactions for food supply. In Ethiopia, traditional open-

air markets are considered an affordable and accessible option when compared to other

types of food outlets (Assefa et al. 2016). In Rwanda Market, this is partly achieved by

maintaining a lower level of rent:

[T]he items on sale here are cheaper. We pay very little money for rental space,
which is 120 birr (around USD 4) per month. This enables us to not charge too much
on the items we sell. Because of this, we have many customers from different parts
of the city.27

25 However, is Rwanda Market really among the most affordable food outlets in the city?

The following table (see table 1) shows the prices collected on the same day among

three different food outlets in Addis Ababa, namely Rwanda Market, the Fresh Corner,

which is a modern supermarket nearby with much higher rent cost, and the vegetable

street  in  Atikilt  Tera,  the  biggest  traditional  food  market  with  similar  economic

attributes.28

 
Table 1: Prices of selected products in three different outlets on the same day

 Rwanda Market Fresh Corner Atikilt Tera Price unit

Cereal Teff 30 N/A 25 Kg

 Rice* 25 N/A N/A Kg

 Wheat 25 N/A N/A Kg

Protein Beef 180 280 170 Kg

 Egg 4.3 6 4.3 Piece

 Pork* 260 N/A N/A Kg

 Tilapia* 70 N/A N/A Kg

 Banana 25 23 25 Kg
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 Orange 100 150 30 Kg

 Avocado 20 20 12 Kg

 Potato 10 9.5 7 Kg

 Tomato 20 18 13 Kg

 Onion 18 18.5 10 Kg

Fruits & Carrot 25 27 13 Kg

Vegetables Cabbage 

11.5 12 8

Kg

 Chinese Kg

 Cabbage 20 18 20 Kg

 Bok Choi* 50 N/A N/A Kg

 Chives* 50 N/A N/A Kg

 Radish* 50 N/A N/A Kg

 Chinese 50 N/A N/A Kg

 Lettuce* 50 N/A N/A Kg

*Only found in Rwanda Market

26 The status of Rwanda Market as a neighbourhood market suggests that the price for the

same food produce here should fall between Atikilt Tera, the wholesale centre of the

city,  and  Fresh  Corner,  the  modern  chain  store.  The  comparison  shows  that  food

pricing is much more complex than simply relying on the outlet typology. For example,

although prices  for  eggs,  onions,  and carrots  in Rwanda Market  fall  between those

charged at Fresh Corner and Atikilt Tera, the Chinese vegetables that are exclusively

shopped by Chinese customers, including Bok Choi, chives, radish, and Chinese lettuce,

have a higher than usual and unified price (50 Birr per kg), even though the costs of

production and transport should not exceed those for cabbage and onions in theory.

Pork, which is exclusively shopped by Chinese-customers, is also much more expensive

than other types of meat. Moreover, some of the most ordinary vegetables, such as

tomatoes  and  potatoes,  are  even  more  expensive  in Rwanda  Market  than  in  Fresh

Corner. The vendors were reluctant to answer question about their high prices, but

some Chinese customers suggested that since they were already in Rwanda Market to

buy Chinese vegetables in bulk, they “might as well pick up other necessities here like

tomatoes even if it’s slightly more expensive, instead of going an extra mile to another

place just for a few tomatoes.”29 In this case,  the pricing reflects the local vendors’

collective response to the Chinese migrants’ shopping habits.

27 Not  only  does  consumer  demand have  a  huge  impact  on  food  pricing  here,  policy

interventions and other urban governance strategies also have a significant influence

on food pricing. The city’s recent VAT policy change, for example, has brought up food
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prices in different types of outlets generally (Assefa et al. 2016), but its effect on Rwanda

Market is nuanced. Rwanda Market is government-owned, and therefore vendors must

theoretically  pay  Value  Added  Tax  (VAT)  charges  to  the  government.  In  practice,

however, the compliance rate varies because the purchase may occur with or without

the issuance of a receipt. During one interview, a Chinese consumer who frequents the

Rwanda Market explained:

If you ask, vendors would sell you products without VAT. If you want a receipt, they
would print it out for you, with VAT clearly stated on that sheet. Then you pay the
price  plus  VAT.  For  restaurant  buyers  or  companies  who can claim income tax
exemption, they need the receipts, but for us they are useless. When we go there
and buy food, we don’t pay VAT, and it’s cheaper.30

28 Low rent, competition among vendors, and VAT-compliance flexibility contribute to

the affordability of food produce in Rwanda Market. Additionally, produce specificity

and increasing demand from Chinese  customers  drive  up prices.  Due  to  the  mixed

nature  of  market  forces,  the  pricing  and  marketing  system  in  Rwanda  Market  is

arguably more dynamic and precarious than most other food outlets in the city. This

complexity also gave shape to a new supply chain of Chinese food produce.

29 The specificity of the Chinese vegetables in Rwanda Market may lead to speculation

that  some products  are  imported  or  supplied  by  Chinese  farms in  Ethiopia.  But  in

reality, the majority of the Chinese vegetables are grown by local farmers. There is very

little intervention and investment from the Chinese. Due to the lack of major economic

incentives  and  political  challenges,  there  is  currently  no  large-scale  Chinese

investment in farming in Ethiopia (Brautigam 2015). A Chinese Agricultural Technology

Demonstration  Centre  (ATDC)  located  not  far  from  Addis  Ababa  was  established

between the Ethiopian and Chinese governments several years ago, but it is prohibited

to engage in commercial practice. Some interviewees indicated a possible transaction

of seeds and skills between ATDC and the surrounding local farms, but real stories were

hard to trace.31 However, this speculation is supported by the fact that most local farms

supplying Rwanda Market  with  Chinese  vegetables  are  located near  ATDC or  other

Chinese farms, making seed transaction and skill  transfer relatively easy. There are

only  a  few Chinese  farms  in  Ethiopia  growing  Chinese  vegetables.  They  started  by

aiming  at  a  regional  market,  yet  began  to  supply  Rwanda  Market  as  an  ancillary

interest at marginal capacities when approached by vendors and dellalas.32,33

30 Not only are Chinese vegetables farmed locally, but the steadily growing market also

contributes to the emergence of local businesses such as pig raising and fish farming.

These are businesses that have been cultivated with Chinese technical support, but are

usually locally-owned. This is often because the scale of investment does not meet the

government’s minimum requirement for FDI in the food business. For example, many

vegetable vendors witness large quantities of live fish being sold in Rwanda Market

almost every day around noon. Chinese culinary tradition considers live fish a special

delicacy. To cater to this market demand, dellalas transport live fish from Hawassa, 300

km south of Addis Ababa, to Rwanda Market.34 The Chinese customers, most of whom

are restaurant owners and chefs, often go the extra mile to get the best live fish, either

by  paying  a  higher  price  or  by  joining  forces  with  other  buyers  to  make  a  better

bargain:

Sometimes the market gets very crowded and by the time I get in, the fish may not
be as fresh. Vendors would offer me lower prices but I would rather pay more for
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good fish. So, I would ask the chef of another restaurant to sell me some fish he has
bought, and I will pay him a small tip.

31 These were the comments of a female Chinese restaurant owner during an interview, as

she carefully put a two-kilo tilapia into a big wok for cooking.35

32 Processed food products for Chinese consumers with higher added value are mainly

imported and very expensive, due to a shortage of forex and increasing tariff. Some

lower-end processed products are made locally and traded by local vendors:

There are some homemade food items we receive from the Chinese to sell, such as
Doya, Tofu, and homemade noodles. There is one woman who makes Doya and Tofu
at her home, and drives here to deliver to us… And this Chinese guy also brings us
the pasta we sell. He also delivers packaged items such as soy sauce and other spices
from their country.36

33 The local vendors,  grocery shops,  butchers,  and restaurants,  with mixed ownership

types  and  a  relatively  blurred  boundary  between  cross-national  actors  and  local

business networks, form a vibrant food value chain in Rwanda Market. This community

and network showcase a process of mixing and interweaving between the Chinese and

the locals. Chinese food produce and its supply chain create a platform around which

socioeconomic exchanges between the Chinese migrants and the local vendors are at

play on a daily basis. Furthermore, it is where different types of migrant-host relations

unfold. It serves to create an unusual social space in a traditional urban market.

 

China-Ethiopia encounters in and beyond the market

34 A variety of cross-cultural encounters are documented in the new waves of Chinese

migration  to  Africa.  Tensions  and  conflicts  are  frequently  seen  between  Chinese

business owners and African employees, and between local business people and their

Chinese  competitors  (Hanisch 2013;  Liu  2018).  But  the  unique  business  relations  in

Rwanda  Market  encourage  the  building  of  positive  and  convivial  ties  between  the

Chinese migrant community and the locals. The local supply and distribution network

in the market, currently protected by investment policies against foreign competitors,

relies on the demand of the migrant community to prosper. On the other hand, Chinese

food consumers do not have many options in the city where they can purchase Chinese

vegetables. Positive interactions with the local business network contribute to quality

food consumption and maintaining their way of life. Despite the apparent differences

and  cultural  gaps,  this  inherent  demand  for  integration  urges  the  two  groups  to

actively search for shared values and experiences.

35 This is not to say there are no confrontations and conflicts. For example, some of the

Chinese shop owners near Rwanda Market complain about price discrimination against

Chinese  tenants.  They  also  claim  that  government  officials  in  charge  of  sanitary

conditions tend to inspect Chinese businesses more often and place higher thresholds

on these businesses, which often leads to penalties that shrink the profit margin even

further.37 At  the  same time,  local  vendors  complain  about  rising  competition  from

Chinese grocery stores.38

36 However, these conflicts should be read in relation to the broader context of the city’s

food landscape. For example, competition also exists between local vendors, and the

domestic business-government relationship can also get intense. When envisioning the

future of the market, the divide between the government and the private sector easily
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leads  to  political  confrontation.  To  date,  the  government  does  not  have  a  clear

distribution of planning responsibilities among different levels of the administration.39

On  the  contrary,  private  actors  try  to  develop  the  market  into  “multi-storey

commercial  buildings” and gain collective ownership of the market.40 This vision of

private business owners is gaining broader recognition, as the bargaining power of the

business  network  of  Rwanda  Market  increases.  With  the  development  of  convivial

cross-national relations, this is likely to increase over time.

37 At  an  individual  capacity,  both  the  Chinese  and  the  Ethiopian  business  actors  in

Rwanda Market are in precarious positions, but the two groups are motivated to forge a

vibrant  collectiveness.  The  interweaving  network  and  its  social  collectiveness

encompass a developing body of grassroots politics that is able to overcome external

interference.  For example,  at  a time of political  unrest surrounding Addis Ababa in

August-September  2018,  a  tool  for  political  bargaining  by  certain  ethnic  groups  in

many places was targeting foreign businesses and demolishing their infrastructure.41

However, thanks to the exceptional convivial relations within the Market, vendors with

different  ethnicities  continued  to  run  their  business  as  usual  during  the  state  of

emergency. This collective resistance against external influences is also reflected in the

power relations with the city government. Recognising the importance of this network,

one government official  talked about  a  possible  compromise when asked about the

aforementioned  difference  between  their  vision  of  the  market  and  those  of  the

vendors:

If they [the vendors] receive approval from the land management office of their
(land use)  proposals,  they  will  be  developing the  land accordingly.  The  woreda
government does not have different information about the land use of the market,
other than either keeping the function of the existing market place, or turning it
into a multi-storey shopping centre.42

38 An  emergence  of  cultural  exchanges  also  transpires  from  and  beyond  the  daily

operation of  the Rwanda Market.  This  is  especially  reflected in  its multilingualism.

Vendors in the front row have learned basic  Chinese,  and some have even become

fluent.  An  increasing  number  of  Chinese  migrants  are  also  learning  Amharic,  and

practice it through bargaining in the market with the vendors. Many local vendors still

remember  the  day  when  one  of  their  colleagues,  speaking  fluent  Chinese,  was

interviewed by a China Global Television Network (CGTN) reporter to showcase the

growing business relations between Ethiopians and Chinese.43 Propaganda journalism

or  otherwise,  the  CGTN  report  immediately  brought  the  daily  practice  of  a  local

vegetable vendor to the foreground of a grand narrative of China-Ethiopia relations.

Beside the language exchange,  local  traders  invite  their  Chinese customers to  local

social  events  such  as  traditional  weddings,  and  in  return  are  invited  by  Chinese

customers to taste authentic traditional Chinese food.44 Next to Rwanda Market, there

is a Chinese restaurant with a pond in the front yard that keeps live fish for catering.

Here, more than one local guest experienced a double cultural shock when they tasted

fresh fish from the pond for the first time: first, by the way the Chinese chef slammed

the fish against the wall to knock it unconscious before preparation, and then by the

extreme tenderness of the fish, which is totally different from their conventional fish

cuisines.45
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Concluding remarks

39 Rwanda Market is unique in the sense that it caters to the food demands of a migrant

community. It is also an ordinary space, representing the typical form of an Ethiopian

food market. Moreover, the business network that answers to foreign food demand is

predominantly  local.  Influenced  by  food  policies  in  Ethiopia  and  a  unique  trade

environment, the market forms an interface between Chinese migrants and the local

business network. The demand of migrants initiated the evolution of the market from a

traditional  food  outlet  to  a  landmark  for  Chinese  food  consumers,  and  the  local

business network in the market constantly adapts itself to meet the changing demand

of the migrant community. The two social groups are willingly interweaving each other

into their daily livelihood as the business continues to stabilise and expand.

40 The  Rwanda  Market  case  study  is  in  response  to  Steel’s  invitation  to  “read  cities

through food and the food markets” (Steel 2013: 122) and a unique site to observe the

dynamics of individual actors and their networks in the city. Imbruce used the case of

Chinatown in Manhattan to depict the possibility of an alternative food system through

expanded immigration and globalisation (Imbruce 2015). In her study, the “alternative”

indicates the peripheral position of the Chinese food industry in the power structure of

the modern urban food industry in the USA. However, in the case of Rwanda Market,

shared experiences and values between the Chinese and the locals integrate Chinese

food into the local food value chain. The daily social encounter between the Chinese

and the local  food distribution network constructs  Rwanda Market as  a  borderland

space, as depicted in Park’s studies (2010), where the two cultural groups come into

“daily,  intimate  contact.”  But  unlike  Park’s  cases,  it  is  not  where  the  African

businessmen extend their business abroad through local transnational interactions, but

rather where Chinese migrants find a place of survival through active adaptation to a

local social network.

41 The research is limited in many ways. The fieldwork was conducted intermittently, and

interviews were transcribed from different languages by scholars from various ethnic

and research backgrounds, making observation and data collection inconsistent at a

certain  level.  The  three-month  timespan  of  fieldwork  is  notably  inadequate  for

sustained ethnographic research. Nevertheless, the case study offers a glimpse of the

diversified  China-Africa  encounters  that  are  emerging  as  new  waves  of  Chinese

migration take place in Africa. The article aims to showcase how the everyday China-

Ethiopia  encounters,  both  in and  surrounding  the  market,  generate  convivial

relationships and intertwined experiences, an emerging urban reality in many African

cities.
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NOTES

1. The interviews with government officials were mostly done in English. Two local officials in

the health department were interviewed in Amharic.

2. Corporate  consumers  are  Chinese  companies  in  Ethiopia,  where  Chinese  employees  stay

together and enjoy meals provided by the employer.

3. Among all the Chinese restaurants forming part of the interview process, one was permanently

closed at the time of writing; another one changed ownership.

4. According to data taken from the China-Africa Research Initiative at Johns Hopkins University

website,  http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-workers-in-africa/ (accessed  on  28  November

2018).

5. “中國商人在埃塞俄比亞開農場” (Zhongguo shangren zai Aisaiebiya kai nongchang, Chinese

businessman  opens  farm  in  Ethiopia),  Afrindex.com,  29  November  2017,  http://

news.afrindex.com/zixun/article9967.html (accessed on 28 November 2018).

6. “Ethiopian Airlines Expands Its Global Footprint to Link the World’s High Growth Regions.

2013,”  Centre  for  Aviation,  24  April  2013,  http://centreforaviation.com/analysis/ethiopian-

airlines-expands-its-global-footprint-to-link-the-worlds-high-growth-regions-102851 (accessed

on 11 July 2019).

7. Interview with a government representative from Ethiopian Investment Commission, Addis

Ababa, 20 January 2018, originally in English.

8. Interview with a Chinese investor,  29 January 2018.  See also:  Aaron Maasho,  “UPDATE 2 –

Ethiopian  Foreign  Exchange  Shortage  Will  Last  Years-  New Premier,”  Reuters,  16  April  2018,

https://www.reuters.com/article/ethiopia-economy-idUSL8N1RT61K (accessed  on  1  December

2018).

9. In April  2018,  a regime change took place in Ethiopia,  with a peaceful power transfer but

towards  a  drastically  different  ideology  and  policy  orientation,  including  the  promotion  of

privatisation and further pursuit of foreign investment. See e.g.: David Pilling and Lionel Barber,

“‘My  Model  Is  Capitalism’:  Ethiopia’s  Prime  Minister  Plans  Telecoms  Privatisation,”  Financial

Times,  24  February  2019,  https://www.ft.com/content/433dfa88‑36d0‑11e9-bb0c-42459962a812

(accessed on 1 December 2018).

10. Investment  Proclamation  769/2012,  available  on  the  website  of  Ethiopian  Investment

Commission: www.investethiopia.gov.et/ (accessed on 1 December 2018).

11. “News:  Pizza  Hut  Officially  Opens  in  Ethiopia,”  Addis  Standart,  10  April  2018,  http://

addisstandard.com/news-pizza-hut-officially-opens-in-ethiopia/ (accessed on 16 October 2018).

12. Interview with an EIC representative, Addis Ababa, 31 November 2018, originally in Chinese.

13. Multiple interviews with Chinese customers, Addis Ababa, January 2018, originally in Chinese.

14. State-owned fruit and vegetable enterprises.

15. Multiple  interviews  with  Chinese  customers,  Rwanda Market,  January  2018,  originally  in

Chinese.

16. It is sometimes referred to as the Japan Market due to its proximity to the Japanese Embassy

and is indicated as Japan Market on Google Map, even if the location is only vaguely identified.

However,  for  most  of  the Chinese in  the city,  it  is  referred to  as  Rwanda Market  and I  will

therefore adopt this name throughout the article.

17. Multiple interviews with local vendors, Rwanda Market, October 2018, originally in Amharic.

18. This  term was  mentioned  in  almost  every  interview with  local  vendors  in  August  2018.

Aksiyon is “share” in Amharic. The word Aksiyon, or sometimes written as Axion, is a pronounced

translation from Amharic word አክሲዮን ማኀበር. It is one of the ways in which rural households or

individuals organize themselves into savings groups to tackle the challenge of cash shortages. It

is a unique form of micro-finance in Ethiopia, and not much literature can be found in English

about this type of cooperative.
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19. Multiple interviews with local vendors, October 2018, originally in Amharic.

20. A woreda is an administrative unit at the local level in Ethiopian cities. In the administrative

structure of Addis Ababa, the city is divided into several sub-cities, then woredas, and finally

kebeles. See: UN-HABITAT (2008).

21. Interview with a local vendor, Rwanda Market, 8 October 2018, originally in Amharic.

22. Interview with Chinese customers, Rwanda Market, 8 August 2018, originally in Chinese.

23. Multiple interviews with local vendors and government representatives, Addis Ababa, August

2018, originally in Amharic.

24. Interview with a local vendor, Rwanda Market, 10 October 2018, originally in Amharic.

25. Interview with local vendors, Rwanda Market, 11 October 2018, originally in Amharic.

26. Interview with a local vendor, Rwanda Market, 10 October 2018, originally in Amharic.

27. Ibid.

28. The prices were collected in October 2018, and all related interviews were done in Amharic.

29. Interview with a Chinese customer, Rwanda Market, 8 August 2018, originally in Chinese.

30. Interview with a Chinese customer, Rwanda Market, 15 October 2018, originally in Chinese.

31. Multiple interviews with both local vendors and Chinese customers, Addis Ababa, August and

October 2018.

32. Dellala is the Amharic word for a broker.

33. Interview with a Chinese farmer, Addis Ababa, August 2018, originally in Chinese. See also

Cook, Lu, Tugendhat, and Alemu (2016).

34. Multiple interviews with Chinese restaurant owners, October 2018, Addis Ababa, originally in

Chinese.

35. Interview with a Chinese restaurant owner, Addis Ababa, 30 November 2018, originally in

Chinese.

36. Interview with a vendor, 10 October 2018, originally in Amharic.

37. Multiple interviews with Chinese business owners, Addis Ababa, October 2018, originally in

Chinese.

38. Multiple interviews with local vendors, Rwanda Market, October 2018, originally in Amharic.

39. Interview with local government representatives, Addis Ababa, 10 October 2018, originally in

Amharic.

40. Multiple interviews with vendors, Rwanda Market, October 2018, originally in Amharic.

41. Though this period of violence was not thoroughly disclosed by Western media, reports of

violent protests destroying foreign factories were frequent in social media at the time.

42. Interview with a woreda officer, Addis Ababa, November 2018, originally in Amharic.

43. Interview with local vendors, Rwanda Market, 11 July 2018, originally in Chinese.

44. Multiple interviews with local vendors, Rwanda Market, October 2018, originally in Amharic.

45. Interviews with a few Ethiopian customers in a Chinese restaurant, November 2018, originally

in English.

ABSTRACTS

The increasing number of Chinese migrants in Ethiopia has created a niche market for Chinese

food  consumption,  turning  Rwanda  Market  into  the  only  urban  food  market  specialising  in

Chinese products in the city of Addis Ababa. The specific character of this market is that even
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though  it  primarily  serves  the  demands  of  foreign  migrants,  the  food  value  chain  and  the

business  network  is  predominantly  local.  Positioned  in  a  relatively  conservative  business

environment in Ethiopia’s food sector, the local business network in Rwanda Market actively

adapts to the needs of the migrant community and expands its food value chain. Through daily

interactions between the local business network and Chinese food consumers, convivial relations

are evolving in and beyond the market. These interactions contribute to reshaping the socio-

economic space of the market and the food landscape of the city. This study of Rwanda Market

provides empirical material for the developing and diversifying research field of China-Africa

encounters.
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Introduction

1 It is clear and chilly when we get up on this November Saturday around 5:30 in the

morning. Twenty-seven South Africans and I gather in front of a temple. Located in a

garage-like  building  on  a  private  property  on  the  outskirts  of  Midrand  – a  fairly

cosmopolitan area of probably close to one hundred thousand inhabitants (The 2011

census records 87,387 registered residents) just north of Johannesburg – the temple

would not be recognised as such from the outside. Owned and operated by a Taiwanese

businessman turned traditional Chinese doctor, who came to South Africa in 1993, the

temple  was  originally  established  farther  north  and  closer  to  Pretoria,  and  finally

relocated  to  Midrand a  couple  of  years  ago.  As  the  13  women,  six  men,  and eight

children  gather,  we  begin  to  engage  in  physical  exercises  to  keep  us  fit  for  the

demanding program that awaits us over the following two days. In my fieldwork diary I

will note later that I was quite disappointed that the “morning exercise” recorded in

the  schedule  would  turn  out  to  be  standard  stretching  moves,  and  not  qigong  or
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taijiquan as I had expected. Yet, it appears to have awakened everybody, and we feel

prepared for  the many lectures  that  we will  have to  listen to  during this  religious

training camp. Suddenly, Mr. Yang – the temple owner – steps forward and explains

certain things that need to be kept in mind for the course of this event. Thus, no meat

and alcoholic beverages  will  be  served;  all  participants  are  expected to  attend and

seriously pay attention to all lectures; and finally, all participants have to attend three

“prayer sessions” in the morning, noon, and evening. Even though he sometimes uses

specific Chinese vocabulary, his entire speech is in English. Accompanied by Mr. Yang

and  several  Taiwanese  coreligionists,  the  27  men  and  women  – all  black  South

Africans – enter the temple and arrange themselves gender-separated in front of the

Chinese-style altar. Reflecting the traditional Chinese notion of nanzuo nüyou (男左女

右), men stand to the left and women to the right (when viewed from the altar). Now

Mr. Yang slowly explains the different rites and gestures that all participants are asked

to carry out during the ritual. Step by step, he shows them how to properly fold their

hands, do the kowtow, and how to bow in front of a statue of Maitreya Buddha in white

porcelain, which is placed carefully on the altar along with four other religious effigies.

In the theology of this group, the future Buddha Maitreya already descended to earth

about one hundred years ago, an event that initiated the final phase in history before

our world will eventually come to an end. The morning ritual proceeds with recurring

sets of kneeling, prostrating, and getting up again, each set of which is intended to pay

respect to a deity or great leader of the religion. About half an hour later, everybody

gathers for a simple vegetarian breakfast consisting of white bread, jam, peanut butter,

oats, and bananas. About half an hour later, everyone assembles in the temple building

to listen to the first lecture of the day.

 
Figure 1. Fayi Chongde Training Camp in Midrand, November 2017.

Image  1032F01C000042540000317072D62EDC976EDAEB.emf

Credit: author.
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2 This  brief  excerpt  from my  fieldwork  diary  recalls  the  first  morning  of  a  two-day

training camp for neophytes of the Taiwanese new religious movement Yiguandao一貫

道 (“Way of Pervading Unity,” official transcription: I-Kuan Tao) that was held in the

Johannesburg  Metropolitan  Municipality  area  in  November  2017.  Yiguandao  is  an

enormously  popular  religious  movement  in  Taiwan  that  came  into  being  in  early

twentieth-century China and exhibits an innovative synthesis of Confucian, Buddhist,

and Daoist teachings, as well as sectarian traditions and popular religious influences

(Jordan and Overmyer 1986; Lu 2008; Billioud forthcoming). Having spread beyond China

and Taiwan since the 1940s, Yiguandao activists have established a presence in more

than 80 countries across the globe (Broy, Reinke, and Clart 2017: 20-4). It is currently

one of the fastest growing religious movements in Asia and has established firm roots

particularly among Chinese communities in Southeast Asia (Soo 1997; Song 1997; Lim

2012). Other parts of the world – such as Europe, the Americas, and Africa – remain

tremendously  understudied  (Billioud  2016;  Yang  2015).  As  indicated  above,  most

participants in this training camp were black South Africans, while the leadership and

all religious specialists were either local Taiwanese South Africans or invited speakers

from  Taiwan  and  Singapore.  This  meeting  was  one  of  many  similar  events  that

Yiguandao activists have staged during the past decades to spread their teachings not

only among Chinese1 migrants in South Africa, but also among the local populace. For

dedicated Yiguandao practitioners – whom I call “activists” in order to highlight the

missionary zeal and sense of eschatological urgency that dominates their entire private

and  business  lives –  proselytization  is  part  of  a  global  project  of  establishing  a

community of Dao followers across cultural,  ethnic,  and national boundaries,  which

they term “Maitreya’s garden” (Mile jiayuan 彌勒家園) (ZHHX, #225, 2010/6: 7).2 While

the trope of  the  “garden” or  “native  place”  (jiaxiang  家鄉)  has  been used in  many

popular sects in late imperial China to describe the transcendent realm of salvation to

which  pious  believers  will  eventually  repatriate  (cf.  Seiwert  2003:  368-70  et  pass.),

Yiguandao activists employ this metaphor to specifically highlight the inner-worldly

nature of their activism, so as to establish the “Pure Land in the human realm” (renjian

jingtu 人間淨土) or “Great Peace on Earth” (shijie datong 世界大同) – to name two other

Buddhist and Confucian symbols that frame Yiguandao’s salvational project in similar

spatial terms.

3 Despite Yiguandao’s fairly long presence in South Africa, dating back to the late 1970s

and early 1980s, it has not been the object of academic inquiry before now. Thus, the

growing  body  of  research  dedicated  to  Chinese  migration  focuses  primarily  on

entrepreneurial  engagement,  such as Chinese shopping malls and wholesale centres

(Park and Chen 2009; Park 2012; Huynh, Park, and Chen 2010; Harrison, Moyo and Yang

2012;  Deumert  and Mabandla  2013;  Lin  2014a,  2014b;  Dittgen 2015;  Xiao  2016),  but

cultural  and  religious  enterprises  have  not  yet  been  spotlighted  by  international

scholarship. Apart from one recent MA thesis about Chinese Christian congregations

(Grant 2014; Grant and Niemandt 2015) and preliminary findings about the activities of

the Taiwanese Buddhist organisation “Buddha’s Light Mountain” (Foguangshan 佛光

山) (Master Hui Li 1999; Chandler 2004: 262-3, 294-8; Broy, Reinke, and Clart 2017: 19),

Chinese religious activities in South Africa remain a tremendously underrepresented

field of inquiry (for South African Born Chinese [SABC]) – most of whom have turned to

Christianity – see Smedley 1978: 62-3; Song 1999; Yap and Man 1996: 398-402).
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4 This  contribution  seeks  to  enrich  the  discussion  on  “ordinary  Chinese  spaces”  by

exploring the religious spaces created by Yiguandao activists in urban South Africa,

particularly in the Johannesburg and Pretoria region. I shall argue that these spaces

represent arenas of transcultural and transnational interaction and accordingly are an

integral part not only of Chinese, but also non-Chinese urban realities in contemporary

South Africa. Far from being exoticized as the absolute “other” that exists parallel to

the  host  society,  Yiguandao  temples  and  activities  provide  an  arena  to  negotiate

matters  of  belonging,  morality,  and religious salvation in transcultural  and border-

crossing patterns. Before delving into the analysis of Yiguandao’s religious spaces in

South  Africa,  I  will  introduce  the  history  of  the  movement  in  South  Africa  in  the

following  section.  In  the  main  part  of  the  contribution,  I  propose  a  preliminary

typology  of  ordinary  religious  spaces  that  is  based  on  the  location,  function,  and

mobility of  these spaces.  First,  I  will  discuss temples situated in (1) shopping malls,

(2) factories  and  business  offices,  and  (3) private  residences.  Inspired  by  Thomas

Tweed’s work on religious spaces as processes (Tweed 2015: 226-7), I add community

outreach  as  (4) kinetic  spaces,  because  Yiguandao’s  proselytization  and  charity

engagements  help  to  set  up  particularly  fluid  and  temporary  but  also  meaningful

spaces in non-Chinese residential  areas.  While it  is  arguably true that charities and

missionary  work  are  also  staged  in  stable  sites  (temples),  this  type  of  community

outreach represents an inherently mobile pattern as it specifically aims at “seizing”

and  temporarily  transforming  “other”  spaces  into  Yiguandao  ones.  This  analytical

model  follows  a  heuristic  purpose,  and  it  does  not  claim  that  these  ideal  types

represent  four  distinct  types  of  transcultural  interaction.  The  preliminary  findings

presented  here  draw  from  ethnographic  fieldwork  conducted  in  Johannesburg,

Pretoria, and Cape Town from October to December 2017 as well as from an analysis of

published Yiguandao materials.3

 

Yiguandao in South Africa

5 The  development  of  Yiguandao  in  South  Africa  is  closely  related  to  the  history  of

Taiwanese  migration  to  the  country.  Accordingly,  the  influx  of  Taiwanese  business

migrants from the 1970s to the early 1990s – which is generally considered the first

wave of post-1950 Chinese migration (Hart 2002: 165-97; Park and Chen 2009: 26-7; Park

2012; Xiao 2016: 42-63) – coincided with the earliest phase of Yiguandao’s activism in

the country, which appears to have begun around 1979-80 (Fan 1987: 44; Song 1983:

206). One recent account by South African-based members links the founding of the

first  public  temple  in  Lesotho  in  1984  to  the  entrepreneurial  engagement  of  a

Taiwanese  business  migrant  (ZHHX,  #314,  2017/11:  43).  The  people  I  encountered

during my fieldwork virtually all came to the country in order to pursue business, some

of them invited by friends, others taking the chance on their own. While they portray

Yiguandao  activism  as  the  key  incentive  in  their  daily  lives,  most  of  them  only

encountered  a  turn  towards  the  faith  after  their  arrival  in  South  Africa.  Thus,  it

appears  that  the  diaspora  experience  in  particular  has  fuelled  their  turn  towards

religious faith and practice.

6 Proselytization  follows  a  general  pattern  that  aims  to  combine  occupational  and

religious  activities,  and  which  can  be  observed  from  Yiguandao’s  early  twentieth-

century history onward. Unlike full-time employed missionaries who are paid to spread
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their faith beyond borders, Dao followers consider themselves lay practitioners who of

course need to work in order to make a living. Yet, their entrepreneurial impetus is

highly valued as a means to “bring the Dao to wherever your work brings you” (shengyi

zuo dao na, daowu jiu kai na 生意做到哪, 道務就開哪), as it is phrased in a famous slogan

that  renders  the  global  spread  in  economic  terms  (Lu  2008:  82-3;  Skoggard  1996:

169-70). Even though Dao followers are requested to prioritise religious over mundane

matters – as represented in the famous phrase zhongsheng qingfan (重聖輕凡) – in most

cases  economic  itineraries  are  the  primary  driving  force  behind  Yiguandao’s

expansion.  Because  Yiguandao is  not  a  uniform religious  body,  but  a  heterogenous

movement  composed  of  various  independent  branches  with  sometimes  conflicting

agendas, it is clear that proselytization often represents rather fragmented efforts. In

order  to  facilitate  cross-branch  cooperation  and  thus  the  scope  of  missionary

endeavours in South Africa, a number of committed followers established an Yiguandao

friendship association in 1997, which became the forerunner of the official “Yiguandao

General Association of the Republic of South Africa” (Yiguandao Nanfei zonghui 一貫道南

非總會) established in Pretoria in September 2011 (ZHHX, #236, 2011/5; #240, 2011/9:

4-8; JCZZ, #275, 2011/11: 10-3).4 It is the first and only association of its kind on the

entire continent.

7 Because  reliable  overall  data  is  missing  – which  is  partly  due  to  the  segmentary

structure  of  Yiguandao,  but  also  to  the  high  level  of  fluidity  in  terms  of  actual

participation as well as remigration – it is difficult to give exact numbers of temples

and regular practitioners.  Judging from internal material,  estimations rise from 800

Dao followers in the late 1980s (Fan 1987: 44) to tens of thousands as well as 26 temples

in the early 2000s (Mu 2002: 225). One of my informants claimed that his branch alone

converted more than 30,000 black South Africans during the past two decades, but only

about a dozen truly engaged followers were left today. Activists often explain these

difficulties  in  generating  long-term  commitment  in  terms  of  cultural  differences

between Chinese and Africans, and some even resort to ethno-cultural stereotypes. For

instance, a leading member of the Fayi Chongde (發一崇德) branch in Taiwan told me

in a personal conversation in 2016 that South African Dao followers were ignorant of

Chinese history and Yiguandao teachings; instead, they would only join the group to fill

their bellies, but they were almost incapable of understanding the true Dao. Based on

my fieldwork  experience  (which  of  course  is  only  a  temporally  and  geographically

limited  snapshot),  most  congregations  are  relatively  small,  ranging  from  10  to  30

regular practitioners.

8 Today, there are basically seven branches active in the country: Baoguang Yushan 寶光

玉山 (since  1980s),  Baoguang Jiande  寶光建德 (late  1980s),  Fayi  Chongde  發一崇德
(1992),  Fayi  Lingyin  發一靈隱 (late  1990s),  Fayi  Cifagong  發一慈法宮 (early  1990s),

Jichu Zhongshu 基礎忠恕 (1990s),  and Xingyi  興毅 (late  1980s).  It  appears  that  the

Johannesburg  and  Pretoria  areas  are  particularly  strong,  but  there  are  also  minor

presences in Bloemfontein, Kimberley, Ladybrand (all three of which are located in or

next to the Free State), East London, and Cape Town. Given that Johannesburg – and to

a  slightly  lesser  extend Pretoria –  are  important  centres  of  migration and business

engagement from both sides of the Taiwan Strait (Harrison, Moyo, and Yang 2012; Chen

2011;  Lin  2014b:  33-43),  this  distribution  is  hardly  surprising.  However,  several

committed activists have returned during the past years to Taiwan or re-emigrated to

other countries or safer cities due to recurrent experiences of violent crime and a less

favourable economic outlook – another typical pattern in recent Chinese migration in
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South Africa (Chen 2011: 11; Lin 2014a: 201-3). Local Yiguandao communities enjoy a

high level of mutual trust and cooperation with other Taiwanese religious enterprises

active in the country, such as Foguangshan, the Tzu Chi Foundation (Ciji gongdehui 慈濟

功德會), and the Amitofo Care Centre (ACC, Amituofo guanhuai xiehui 阿彌陀佛關懷協

會) established by former Foguangshan Abbot Huili 慧禮法師 in the early 2000s and

with many chapters in neighbouring countries (fieldwork data, ZHHX, #240, 2011/9: 5;

#314, 2017/11: 29-30).5

9 While most committed and high-ranking members seem to be Taiwanese, there is also a

considerable cohort of PRC Chinese among the followers. In contrast to the former, who

arrived in South Africa during the late 1980s and 1990s and are relatively well-to-do

entrepreneurs, most PRC nationals I encountered came to the country only a couple of

years ago. Most of them hail from Fujian Province and work as shopkeepers in Chinese

shopping malls.  Yet  again,  this  development seems to  be  representative  of  Chinese

migration in general, which has seen a tremendous increase in influx from rural Fujian

(Park and Chen 2009: 28-30; Chen 2011; Lin 2014b: 39-40). In addition, I have also found

that many local Chinese Dao followers share a history of migration and transnational

networking. For instance, one important activist at Jichu Zhongshu branch worked in

Japan, Southeast Asia, and the US before coming to South Africa in 1990 (JCZZ, #103,

1997/7: 41). According to my informants, he has already returned to Taiwan due to his

advanced age.

10 Besides  focusing on the  Chinese  community  in  the  country,  Yiguandao has  quite  a

history of outreach to local, non-Chinese South Africans. As far as I can tell from my

material and Yiguandao publications, it appears that proselytizing particularly targets

the black population. I am not aware of any other Asian or white followers – I know of

only one male practitioner of Indian ancestry, but whose participation was prompted

by  being  married  to  a  Taiwanese  South  African  Yiguandao  member.  Consequently,

South African Yiguandao congregations are not only transnational and transcultural

communities,  but  there is  also  a  relatively  high degree of  fluidity  in  terms of  who

participates in religious activities and who belongs to the congregation. In contrast, in

day-to-day business, linguistic communities often operate separated from each other,

with  relatively  little  interaction  between  Chinese-and  non-Chinese-speaking

congregations as  well  as  between Taiwanese and PRC communities.  As  will  become

clear below, this observation owes to obvious linguistic reasons (i.e., Chinese-speaking

members prefer to participate in a Chinese congregation, while non-Chinese-speaking

practitioners would not understand the communications in Chinese communities) and

different expectations on the part of different linguistic and cultural groups.

11 Before  delving  into  the  analysis,  a  last  note  on  the  notion  of  “temples”  seems

appropriate  here.  Unlike  most  “otherworldly”  religions  that  seek  respite  from  the

“hustle  and bustle”  of  everyday life,  Yiguandao locates  its  spaces  for  religious  and

moral cultivation at the very core of social life. Thus, already in the early history of

Yiguandao  in  China,  “Buddha  Halls”  (fotang  佛堂)  were  often  founded  in  private

residences, shops, or other buildings. The establishment of Buddha halls in sites that

modern  nation-states  have  ascribed  as  “secular”  – such  as  private  residences  or

business  premises –  is  at  the  heart  of  Yiguandao’s  proselytization  strategy  and

demonstrates  how  its  activists  are  able  to  circumvent  state  regulations  on  public

religious  usages  of  spaces  (Lim 2012:  30-3).  This  is  due  to  the  fact  that  Yiguandao

theology strongly urges pious followers to erect a Buddha hall in her or his own house –
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which means setting up an altar and keeping certain behavioural rules of conduct, such

as observing a vegetarian diet (which always includes abstaining from alcohol and the

“five pungent plants,” such as onions, garlic, and leeks), keeping the altar room clean,

and conducting regular rites at the altar (three times a day and on special occasions)

(Lim  2012:  31-2).  Furthermore,  the  construction  of  huge  temple  complexes  in  the

traditional Chinese manner and similar to Buddhist or Daoist estates is a rather recent

phenomenon that emerged in the 1970s (Lin 2009: 20-6). But even today, only branch

headquarters or large congregations will operate special temple complexes, while the

vast majority of Buddha halls are still  located in private residences or work places.

Consequently, most “temples” are basically rooms or niches dedicated to Yiguandao

practice. Accordingly, activists’ spatial practices differ from those of other Taiwanese

religious organisations  that  usually  establish  special-purpose  centres.  Probably  the

most  instructive  case  is  the  huge  temple  complex  Nanhuasi  南華寺 established  by

Foguangshan near Bronkhorstspruit  in 1992.  As the largest  Buddhist  temple on the

entire  continent  and  one  of  Foguangshan’s  largest  edifices  outside  of  Taiwan,  the

temple  is  located  in  a  projected  business  enclave  that  was  intended  to  attract

Taiwanese investments on an unprecedented scale.  Even though it  operates several

local  centres,  such  as  the  Universal  Awakening  Buddhist  Centre  in  Johannesburg’s

“second” Chinatown in Cyrildene just northeast of downtown, most regional chapters

seem to particularly target the Chinese community (fieldwork data, cf. Chandler 2004:

294-5). While Yiguandao discourses distinguish between “domestic” (jiating fotang 家庭

佛堂) and “public Buddha halls” (gonggong fotang 公共佛堂),  the examples discussed

below  demonstrate  that  many  “public”  temples  are  actually  located  in  private

residences, and some “temple masters” (tanzhu 壇主) – those in charge of managing

temple affairs – live in public fotang.

 

Ordinary religious spaces

Shopping malls

12 During the past decades, Johannesburg has been a major centre of Chinese migration

and investment in South Africa, which is visible in the existence of several China malls

and Chinese wholesale centres. In 2017, there were at least fifteen such institutions

located in the western and southwestern part of the metropolitan region alone, with

two  additional  Chinatowns  in  downtown  Johannesburg  (the  historical  one)  and

Cyrildene (the new one) (Lin 2014b:  33-8;  Dittgen 2017:  982).  Consequently,  it  is  no

wonder that Yiguandao activists direct their efforts particularly at these commercial

spaces. One of these is the Chonghui Fotang 崇慧佛堂, which was established in the

relatively smaller China Cash & Carry mall by the Fayi Chongde branch in 2014. Located

in Crown Mines in the southwestern part of the metropolitan area, China Cash & Carry

is not only a commercial  site,  but also provides space accommodating a number of

Chinese shopkeepers who often work in adjacent malls (Dittgen 2017: 986). The fotang is

basically a shopping booth converted into a special-purpose temple, with an altar and

religious artefacts, including a bookshelf with introductory pamphlets and booklets (all

in  Chinese).  The  booth  has  been  made  available  by  a  well-to-do  donor.  Despite

Yiguandao’s strong promotion of vegetarianism, Chonghui Fotang is located next to an

Indian  Burger  restaurant  and  a  Chinese  restaurant  (that  also  serves  meat)  on  the

opposite side. While the mall itself is rather quiet and does not appear to attract as
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many consumers as China Mall or Dragon City, for instance, the fotang seems to have

been  established  here  on  purpose,  as  China  Cash  &  Carry  houses  a  large  Chinese

community,  because  a  significant  portion  of  the  entire  space  is  assigned  to

accommodation on site. Thus, to operate a Yiguandao temple within a major Chinese

residential area appears to follow a strategic missionary rationale.

 
Figure 2. Buddha Hall in China Cash & Carry, November 2017.

Image  1031C92000004193000030DF3A6A93173A476812.emf

Credit: author.

13 Because the shopkeepers – most of whom hail from Fujian Province – are eager to make

money and therefore will  keep their stores open 24/7,  the temple is  usually closed

weekdays and will open only for regular training classes on Saturday evenings and

Sunday mornings. Similar observations have been made among some Chinese Christian

churches in Johannesburg that are also forced to offer religious services in the late

evening to attract Fujianese people (Lin 2014b: 41-2). The PRC provenance of most local

members is clearly visible on the outside window of the temple, where several posters

depict President Xi Jinping and his quotations about how traditional Chinese values

help to foster the moral quality (daode suzhi 道德素質)  of the people. These posters

were  issued  by  Fujianese  associations  active  in  South  Africa.  Besides  the  largely

Fujianese  following,  the  leading  personnel  appear  to  be  entirely  Taiwanese.  These

people  who  oversaw  managing  the  temple  and  its  activities  severely  criticised  the

Mainlanders’ alleged rationale of prioritising commercial over religious commitment.

The religious weekend of the Chonghui Fotang begins with a “research class” (yanjiuban

研究班) – an advanced course for Dao followers in Fayi Chongde’s curriculum – to be

held  on  Saturday  evening.  On  Sunday  morning,  there  is  a  “classics  reading  class”

(dujingban 讀經班) for children. When I visited the temple, there were five to seven kids

training to memorise chapters of the Daodejing and the Analects. Right before the class,
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the children sang the Classic of the One Hundred Occurrences of Filial Piety (Baixiaojing 百孝

經)  – an  enormously  popular  Fayi  Chongde text  about  the Confucian norm of  filial

duty – and then bowed three times before a painting of Confucius. In other sessions, the

kids  prepared  excerpts  from  the  Zhuzi  zhijia  geyan  朱子治家格言,  a  seventeenth-

century didactic work that also enjoys great popularity among traditionally-minded

circles in contemporary mainland China. Even though most studies on recent Chinese

migration  found  a  gap  between the  longer-residing  Taiwanese  migrants  and  their

recent  counterparts  from  Fujian  – usually  less  educated  and  with  fewer  economic

resources (Park 2012; Harrison, Moyo, and Yang 2012: 910-1; Lin 2014b: 39-40, 48-9) –

the  Chonghui  congregation  shows  a  distinctive  and  regular  pattern  of  interaction

between both  groups  that  seems  to  centre  on  shared  notions  about  Chineseness;

namely  a  focus  on  Confucianism,  individual  and  public  morality,  and  traditional

Chinese values (e.g., paying respect to parents and elders, propriety, etc.).

 
Figure 3. Weekly meeting in Tongyuan Fotang, China Mall West, November 2017.

Image  10321ED0000041D3000031109763D76D3D055721.emf

Credit: author.

14 Another example is the Tongyuan Fotang 同圓佛堂, which is based in Johannesburg’s

China Mall West located in Industria and next to national route one. Operated by a

traditional  Chinese  doctor  in  his  early  forties,  who  migrated  to  South  Africa  from

Fujian  in  1996  and  also  runs  his  own  business  of  importing  and  reselling  Chinese

medical products, the temple is located within his Chinese health care centre. After

being relocated four times, it has been at its present location since late 2016. Similar to

China Cash & Carry,  China Mall  West  is  a  rather quiet  and unprosperous shopping

centre. Yet, the doctor’s deliberate choice to locate his business and his temple here

owes to its  relative proximity to suburban residential  areas,  such as Soweto,  where

many  of  his  patients,  but  also  followers  come  from.  The  temple  offers  regular
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introductory  courses  (in  Fayi  Chongde’s  system  called  mingdeban  明德班)  that  are

usually  held on Sunday morning from 9 to  12.  In  contrast  to  the temple  discussed

above, all participants are local black South Africans, most of whom live in Soweto, only

15 kilometres away. When I participated in the classes, there were about 13 regular

participants, about two-thirds of whom were women, and even several children. The

Chinese and Taiwanese teachers would lecture about the short poem “The Objectives of

Dao” (Dao zhi  zongzhi  道之宗旨),  which is displayed in virtually all  Chongde Buddha

halls. Taken from the influential introductory booklet Explaining Topics concerning the

Nature and Principle (Xingli tishi 性理題釋), the text teaches conservative moral values as

well as the concept of cause and effect (karma), but the teachers also elaborate on how

hard work and remaining diligent in one’s pursuits would enable anybody to manage

her or his life.

15 Several  members  of  this  congregation  were  attracted  to  Yiguandao  through  the

healthcare centre and the doctor’s enthusiasm in providing medical aid for free on a

monthly basis.  Because many of them experienced improvement in their diseases –

 particularly  diabetes –  they appear  very emotional  and committed.  Based in  Snake

Park in Soweto, this cohort is less well-off, and most of them work in local small-scale

businesses. This intense interaction with the temple head appears to have channelled

quite  a  commitment  among  several  regular  participants:  while  some  would  always

assist  in  preparing food for  the communal  dinner,  others  are  devout  and attentive

listeners.  Basically,  the Snake Park cohort seems to be deeply religious and faithful

followers, and virtually all of them were already Christian believers before they joined

the group. Most of  them continue to regularly attend church services and consider

themselves  Christians  –  an  observation  that  fits  Yiguandao’s  self-understanding  as

encompassing  various  religious  beliefs  and  practices.  The  other,  smaller  cohort  is

comprised of eclectic religious seekers, who appear to be relatively well-to-do and are

unified by their interest in kung-fu, yoga, and Eastern spirituality – as the doctor is also

a trained master of Shaolin kung-fu. One of them became involved after having read

Chia Mantak’s 謝明德 (b. 1944) bestsellers about yoga, qigong, and Dao practice. The

spiritual teacher from Thailand has developed his own spiritual system that seeks to

integrate yoga, qigong, and Daoist philosophy and has a particularly strong following

among spiritual seekers in the US (Palmer and Siegler 2017: 68-73). This case is truly

instructive  in  how the  diffusion of  Asian  spirituality  and bodily  practices  to  South

Africa  have  fostered  an  ecology  of  understanding  and  familiarity  that  Yiguandao

activists  can take advantage of.  Diffusion refers here to the import of  more or less

disparate cultural elements into other societies through books, movies, TV programs,

and other  media.  Thus,  diffusion plays  an important  role  in  fostering a  favourable

ecology that is receptive to the imported religion (Finney 1991: 393-4). Another fairly

young member of this congregation felt  truly “awakened” after having led a life of

crime and drug-addiction in his youth. For him, Dao and the moral values taught by

Yiguandao (filial duty, being hardworking and diligent, self-restraint, temperance) are

a new compass in life that he and others feel is missing in South Africa.

 

Factories and business offices

16 As one would expect, the greater Johannesburg region is also home to most Chinese

firms  and  factories.  Judging  from  an  imperfect  analysis  of  the  “Companies  and

Intellectual Property Commission” database, Harrison et al. have found that more than
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half of the 329 Chinese enterprises recorded there are situated in Johannesburg, with

an additional 15% in Pretoria and only 12% in Cape Town and 7% in Durban (Harrison,

Moyo, and Yang 2012: 912-5).  As far as I  can tell  from my material,  it  appears that

particularly in the early phase of Yiguandao’s spread to South Africa – which coincided

with  the  economically  strong  period  of  Taiwanese  investment  and  factory-building

(Hart 2002: 165-97; Park and Chen 2009: 27-8) – many activists established altar spaces

in their factories or office rooms. In this section, I discuss the example of the Baoguang

Jiande branch, which appears to have been especially eager to engage in this pattern of

temple-building. Several journal articles recall how during the 1990s pioneer activists

made spaces available to erect “temporary Buddha halls” (linshi  fotang 臨時佛堂)  in

their  factories  to  convert  their  black  employees  (cf.  JCZZ,  #233,  2008/5:  32;  #236,

2008/8: 42).

17 During my fieldwork I encountered a committed Taiwanese couple who came to South

Africa back in 1988. After running several businesses, they currently operate a retail

shop that sells garden furniture, plants, and flowers on the outskirts of Pretoria. They

also use the estate to grow their own vegetables, including delicious bamboo shoots

that they provide to other Buddha halls as well. Inside the office, there is a small altar

space  that  also  displays  the  name of  the  fotang,  which is  “Great  Ancestor  Temple”

(Dazutang  大祖堂)  –  to  indicate  that  this  temple  is  the  first  public  Buddha  hall,

originally founded by the Baoguang Jiande branch in 1992 in the northeastern suburbs

of Pretoria. Today, almost the entire family is involved in the religious enterprise: One

son and one daughter live in Pretoria, and another son lives in suburban Cape Town

and also runs a private fotang in his house. Besides having a larger special-purpose

temple (the Tiantai bentang 天泰本堂) outside of Pretoria, the Dazutang has helped

them to initiate all employees into Yiguandao. For them, the Chinese-style altar is part

of their work space.  One of  their  female employees was even able to speak perfect

Mandarin and prepare authentic Taiwanese vegetarian food during my visit.

 

Private residences and special-purpose temples

18 As  most  SABCs  and  relatively  well-to-do  Chinese  migrants  left  the  city  centres  of

Johannesburg and Pretoria in the course of increasing inner-city crime since the 1990s

(cf.  Harrison,  Moyo,  and Yang 2012:  917-8),  many established Taiwanese Yiguandao

activists  chose to settle in the safer suburban regions of these two capitals.  In this

section I will  discuss the Tongde Fotang 同德佛堂 located in Midrand, which is the

Buddha hall that I introduced in the opening paragraph of this contribution. Originally

established in 1995 in Pretoria,  the fotang followed temple owner Mr.  Yang and his

family during various relocations to Centurion (another area in the southwestern part

of  Pretoria)  and  finally  to  Midrand  a  couple  of  years  ago.  As  described  in  the

introduction, the temple is situated in a garage, which is part of Mr. Yang’s large estate,

which also houses his own residence, a cottage for the gardener, a small pond, and a

two-meter statue of  Bodhisattva Guanyin.  In addition to the Buddha hall  itself,  Mr.

Yang’s house also provides a small library and rooms that are available for guests (such

as the visiting masters and lecturers during the training camp).

19 It  is very clear that there exist no clear-cut boundaries between Mr. Yang’s private

spaces and the Buddha hall. For instance, the helpers and cooks – who were primarily

Taiwanese and to a lesser extend PRC Chinese devotees from South Africa and abroad –
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would naturally use his lounge room and kitchen during the training camp. This is also

obvious from his self-understanding: thus, unlike other Buddha halls that are situated

in private residences, Tongde temple is designated as “public” (gonggong 公共). Apart

from the large statue of  Guanyin,  however,  the “Chineseness” becomes visible only

from within the temple with its religious symbols, Chinese books, and paintings on the

wall.  Yet,  the  temple  interior  is  also  clearly  intended  to  construct  a  cross-cultural

identity. For instance, there are Chinese-style paintings depicting each founder of “The

Five Great Religions,” i.e.,  Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, Christianity,  and Islam.

Similarly, another traditional Chinese painting depicts the final moment of salvation

(which is termed longhuahui 龍華會,  “dragon flower assembly”) in heaven. Here, the

Eternal Mother (Wusheng Laomu 無生老母) – omnipotent creator of the universe and

supreme God in Yiguandao’s pantheon – is accompanied not only by Confucius, Laozi,

Buddha,  and  other  Chinese  saints  and  cultural  heroes,  but  also  by  Jesus  Christ,

Mohammad, and Virgin Mary. Even though Yiguandao spirit revelations have proposed

the idea of the unity of the Five Teachings at least since the late 1930s (Clart 2007:

1320-30), depictions of Christian and Muslim symbols are rare in Taiwanese Yiguandao

temples.  In  this  case,  Mr.  Yang  appears  to  be  very  sensible  in  applying  Christian

symbols  and language (see  below)  to  spread the  Dao to  locals,  who usually  have  a

Christian background.

20 The two-day training camp for neophytes,  which I  described in the introduction, is

entitled “class  for  improvement in cultivation and refining one’s  nature” (shuaixing

jinxiuban  率性進修班),  but  colloquially  it  is  most  often  referred  to  as  fahui  法會

(“Dharma  assembly”).  The  event  was  nominally  led  by  three  initiation  masters

(dianchuanshi 點傳師 – a high-ranking member assigned by branch elders with the task

of conversion), two of whom were from Taiwan, and another from Singapore. Besides

local Taiwanese and PRC Chinese assistants, additional helpers also came from Taiwan

and Singapore, and there was one Taiwanese Yiguandao family that travelled from East

London specifically to support the event. While some presenters lectured in English,

other  talks  were  translated  by  Mr.  Yang  or  others.  Between  most  sessions,  the

participants  would  sing  various  Yiguandao  songs  –  either  translated  or  specifically

written  in  English  –  such  as  “Dear  Teacher,”  which  is  dedicated  to  the  supreme

eighteenth patriarch Zhang Tianran 張天然 (1889-1947).6

21 The training camp aims to transmit basic teachings and rituals, the last of which are

often experienced by the participants themselves in real practice sessions. Even though

the black South African neophytes were not able to speak or read any Chinese, several

Taiwanese lecturers  would still  revert  to  the well-established discursive strategy of

glyphomancy – i.e., to persuade listeners by exploring secret truths allegedly hidden in

Chinese characters (Irons 2000: 183-4). Still, most non-Chinese participants were truly

impressed by these practices.  Equally typical  of  such an event,  the neophytes were

encouraged to make vows at the end of the camp. Thus, they were asked to prioritise

“holy affairs” over “ordinary ones” (emic translation of the standard Yiguandao term

zhongsheng qingfan 重聖輕凡) and to “spread the Gospel” by making financial and other

contributions (caifa shuangshi 財法雙施). The mechanism of making and fulfilling vows

is  generally  regarded  as  an  important  key  to  Yiguandao’s  success  in  producing

commitment, as it provides compasses and maps for individual spiritual itineraries (Lu

2008:  71-90).  At  the  very  end  of  the  training  camp,  all  initiates  received  a  small

introductory  booklet  entitled  Holy  Assembly  of  Tao  and  a  souvenir  that  one  of  the

transmission  masters  brought  from  Singapore  as  well  as  cookies,  fruits,  and  a
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vegetarian lunchbox to take back home – as for Yiguandao activists it is very important

to refrain entirely from meat on such an auspicious day. The concluding greeting of the

main transmission master “May you all be lucky” (zhufu dajia 祝福大家) was translated

by Mr.  Yang as “Bless everyone,  God bless  you.” As can be gleaned from this  brief

description, the training camp provided a multifaceted arena to familiarise newcomers

with Yiguandao teachings and practices, but it equally gave the opportunity for the

largely Christian believers to experience Yiguandao with a Christian appearance.

 

Kinetic spaces: Black community outreach

22 As the aforementioned examples have demonstrated, temples have a history and they

change in terms of extension and duration (Tweed 2015: 226); yet, they are relatively

stable – at least for a certain period of time. On the other hand, Yiguandao activists also

stage regular events far away from their temples and residences, and often in different

places.  The  most  instructive  example is  Baoguang  Jiande  branch,  whose  members

engage in various charities and similar events, such as regular winter relief, donating

food and clothes, running an orphanage, providing volunteer medical aid teams, and

providing  scholarships  for  schools  and  universities  (fieldwork data,  ZHHX,  #314,

2017/11: 30-1, 44). Most of their engagements are situated in the larger Pretoria area.

The  heads  of  Fayi  Chongde’s  Tongde  and  Tongyuan  temples  –  who  are  licensed

traditional Chinese doctors – also follow this pattern. For several years already, they

have offered free medical aid to inhabitants of Snake Park in Soweto (just 15 kilometres

from Tongyuan temple). Several participants of the two-day training camp I spoke to

were from Snake Park, and they were attracted to Yiguandao by the doctors’ talent at

combining medical aid and religious proselytization.

23 Similarly,  Jichu  Zhongshu  branch  has  also  witnessed  multiple  outreaches,  most  of

which  were  related  to  the  ministry  of  an  extraordinarily  dedicated  temple  leader

(ZHHX,  #238,  2011/7:  24-8).  Unfortunately,  he  has returned  to  Taiwan  due  to  his

advanced age, but from what I learned from my informants and other materials, he was

an unusually gifted and unwavering activist. From the 1990s until a few years ago, he

would  mobilise  local  Chinese  followers  as  well  as  helpers  from  Taiwan  to  provide

proselytization  classes  in  townships  and  suburbs  of  Pretoria,  such  as  Mabopane,

Madidi, Winterveld, and Mamelodi (JCZZ, #275, 2011/11: 14-5). Similar to the Buddha

halls in factories and offices, he would first establish a “temporary temple” in private

residences. This inscription of a specifically religious space is particularly important for

Yiguandao activists, as initiation rituals and classes are to be held within the confines

of  a  consecrated  Buddha  hall  only.  Even  though these  mobile  activists  often  faced

serious language barriers, the aforementioned activist was able to gather a number of

local “talents” – the way Dao practitioners address extraordinarily talented members

(rencai 人才 in Chinese) – who are long-term members and regular participants, and

who are able to mediate and translate. One of them is Isaac, who was initiated into

Jichu Zhongshu branch in 1994 in Pretoria, and who ever since has been working to

spread the faith in black residential areas, building on a familiarity with language and

local  culture  that  most  Taiwanese-born  activists  would  never  achieve  (JCZZ,  #97,

1997/1: 50; #221, 2007/5: 15; #238, 2008/10: 39; #251, 2009/11: 32-3; #298, 2013/10: 24-5).

Similarly, during my fieldwork I also encountered one local practitioner who serves as

“intercultural mediator” between the Chinese and Taiwanese activists on the one hand

and the black neophytes on the other. Not only are they able to broker interactions
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between the two groups, but they also serve as “gatekeepers” deciding who is in and

who is not (Schubert 2012: 209, 216). They also serve as spatial bridges between cohorts

of black South Africans and the Chinese community, who tend to reside in different

areas  based on their  socio-economic differences.  In  other cases,  Chinese Yiguandao

activists themselves function as gatekeepers and bridges, as they are deeply engaged in

transcultural interactions because of their economic professions, such as factory bosses

or traditional Chinese doctors.

24 Luckily, several volunteers who visited from Taiwan to support local activists in their

religious  outreach  have  published  reports  about  their  experiences  in  the  Jichu

Zhongshu monthly journal. For instance, in late 2006 a group of activists travelled to

remote  villages  to  initiate  interested  residents  into  the  Dao,  to  hold  classes,  and

introduce  basic  teachings  (often  through  collectively  singing  Yiguandao  songs).

Likewise, they were accompanied by two senior black South African members – namely

Isaac and his sister. For such endeavours, the master in charge would rent a car to take

all  the  items  they  would  need  with  them,  such  as  whiteboards,  texts,  and  prayer

cushions  (baidian  拜墊),  but  also  food  and  drinks  (JCZZ,  #221,  2007/5:  12-19;  #222,

2007/6: 32-33). Sometimes more than one hundred people are said to have participated

in the events (JCZZ, #97, 1997/1: 48-51). Other volunteers report similar experiences:

after attending lectures in the morning, all participants experience ritual practices in

the afternoon – often by simple imitation. In addition, they sometimes sing Yiguandao

songs  in  Chinese  by  using  Pinyin  romanisation  (JCZZ,  #237,  2008/9:  46).  Some

Taiwanese observers report  that  they actually  felt  embarrassed at  how some South

African practitioners were able to memorise the entire Three Character Classic (Sanzijing 

三字經) – another didactic text particularly for young children – thus demonstrating

an effort greater than their own, as Chinese is not their native language (JCZZ #231,

2008/3: 24). In training camps similar to the one describe above, participants also fill

out “pledge cards” (xuyuanka 許願卡),  such as “At home: I will  help my mom to do

housework; At school: I will listen to teachers and love my friends; At [the] temple: I

will  bring my family and friends to the temple to receive Tao” (JCZZ, #237, 2008/9:

44-47;  #238,  2008/10,  36-40;  the  quotation  is  from  #238,  2008/10:  37).  Due  to  the

language  barrier,  many sessions  turn  into  multi-language  events:  while  the  master

talks in Chinese, local talents (Chinese or black South African) translate into English

and/or local languages, such as Zulu or Xhosa.

 

The spatial layout of Yiguandao’s engagements

25 Unlike Taiwan, even public temples usually operate only outside of office hours (i.e., on

weekends) and many are closed to outsiders. Furthermore, most sites are not located in

the  city  centres,  but  mainly  in  more  well-off  suburban  residential  areas,  shopping

malls,  and  Taiwanese-owned  factories.  Thus,  despite  the  high  levels  of  individual

religious zeal,  many Yiguandao spaces  tend to  be hidden or  even invisible  to  most

outsiders. This concealment is also socially enacted, as neophytes usually need to be

introduced into the group by an insider.  While  this  holds true for  most  Yiguandao

recruitment  strategies,  it  is  particularly  evident  in  the case  of  South Africa,  where

there is  no public  proselytizing –  except for  a  few regular charitable engagements.

There  are  several  reasons  for  this  spatial  layout:  the  first  is  related  to  what  the

sociologist  Marian  Burchardt  (2017:  79-81)  has  called  “urban  risks,”  –  i.e.,  the

insecurities  posed by high levels  of  crime as  well  as  social  and ethnic  segregation.
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Unlike Pentecostal churches, which, according to Burchardt, aim at protecting people

from  these  risks,  Yiguandao  activists  tend  to  avoid  these  spaces  of  insecurity

altogether. Thus, virtually all Taiwanese and Chinese informants stated that they have

not been in downtown Johannesburg or Pretoria – which they deem the crime hotspots

of Gauteng Province – for years or even decades. It is therefore no wonder that their

religious  enterprises  are  likewise  situated in  safer  environments  and specifically  in

places  with  a  higher  density  of  Chinese,  i.e.,  shopping  malls  and Taiwanese-owned

factories. Secondly, because they are often located far away from lower-income black

South African residential areas,  Yiguandao fotang tend to be remote and difficult to

reach for  the majority  of  black practitioners,  many of  whom tend to  have a  lower

socioeconomic status. Thus, for the two-day training camp Mr. Yang specifically rented

a small bus to convey the Snake Park cohort to his temple in Midrand, which is about

48 kilometres further north. With a public transportation system that, except for the

comparatively  expensive  Gautrain,  is  deemed  unreliable  and  dangerous  by  most

informants (both Chinese and black South African), itineraries of this kind would be

virtually impossible for these followers. This is also one of the reasons why relatively

well-to-do Taiwanese activists prefer to go to the townships and villages themselves

and to establish temporary Buddha halls, because they have the resources to be mobile.

While  there  also  has  been  effort  to  counter  these  spatial  obstacles  by  establishing

temples in black residential areas – such as Baoguang Jiande’s Tiantai bentang 天泰本

堂,  which  is  located  in  Madidi  (in  the  northern  outskirts  of  Pretoria)  –  these

engagements have met with little success, as apart from a few regular events they tend

to be almost deserted due to the perceived (and real) insecurity in this area.

26 In addition to remoteness and a higher level of invisibility, South African fotang also

tend to have a higher level of mobility than in Taiwan. Thus,  corresponding to the

changing socioeconomic situation and the meandering fortunes of pursuing business in

certain  areas  during  the  past  decades,  many  Buddha  halls  followed  the  economic-

related mobilities  of  their  predominantly  Taiwanese  “temple  masters”  (tanzhu).  For

example, while originally established as a private shrine in his Pretoria home in 1994,

Mr.  Yang’s  fotang  followed his  economic  enterprises  to  Centurion and finally  to  its

current location in Midrand. Likewise, another Buddha hall belonging to the Baoguang

Jiande  branch  was  originally  founded  in  Xinzhu,  Taiwan,  and  brought  to  Sinoville

(northern Pretoria), until it was adopted by the former temple master’s son and taken

to his new home in Parklands (north of Cape Town), where he works as a tourist guide.

27 Still, despite the remoteness and relatively hidden nature of Yiguandao religious spaces

– which is directly related to the urban risks as well as social and ethnic segregation in

the  country  –  Taiwanese  Yiguandao  activists  are  able  to  invest  their  business  and

charitable ties as well as local “gatekeepers” in recruiting black South Africans and

thus make these spaces visible and meaningful for them. Even though the number of

regular and committed converts is not as high as many activists have hoped, there exist

at  least  small  groups of  people who integrate these religious spaces into their  own

circuits  of  interaction.  Similar  practices  of  simultaneous  closure  and interaction  of

Chinese  spaces  in  Africa  have  been  observed  among  Chinese  economic  activities

(Dittgen 2015), but I contend that Yiguandao’s religious spaces are more intense arenas

of transcultural interaction. Thus, black South African practitioners need to invest a

larger amount of individual resources and attention than – let’s say – shopping at a

Chinese-run mall. Even though personal interaction may be confined to class and ritual
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meetings at the temple and thus two to three hours a week, South African followers

also  take  the  time  to  read,  practice,  and  share  Yiguandao-related  topics  at  home.

Consequently, their religious engagements in fact helps to “ordinarize” these spaces, as

the practitioners not only regularly cross their boundaries but also “dwell” in them – to

adopt Thomas Tweed’s trope of inhabiting spaces (2006: 81-2).

 

Conclusion

28 This contribution has explored four modes of space-making in Yiguandao’s religious

engagements in South Africa.  Based in (1) shopping malls,  (2) factories and business

offices, (3) private residences, and (4) community outreach activities, this case study

reveals  distinctive  patterns  of  religious  interaction  that  are  characteristic  of

Yiguandao’s  growth  in  general:  namely  the  intersection  of  economic,  private,  and

religious spaces. Diverging from earlier experiences in China and Taiwan, however, the

intrinsically transcultural and transnational religious spaces of Yiguandao Buddha halls

try hard to become an integral part of non-Chinese urban life in contemporary South

Africa. Even though Yiguandao’s teachings, practices, and symbols may appear strange

for  most  non-Chinese  practitioners  at  first  sight,  activists  make  a  great  effort  to

familiarise  them  by  providing  spaces  to  learn,  question,  imitate,  and  appropriate

teachings and practices. For some, familiarisation is facilitated because similar cultural

products – such as Eastern spirituality, qigong, traditional Chinese medicine – already

have been diffused into South African society through books, movies, TV programs, and

other media. For others, Yiguandao’s constant borrowing of Christian terminology –

such as the Gospel, the Grace of God, morning and evening prayers – helps to make its

teachings  intelligible  and  meaningful,  and  to  mitigate  tension  as  a  non-Christian

religion  in  a  largely  Christian  environment  (Billioud  forthcoming).  Accordingly,  the

religious spaces of Yiguandao’s activism in South Africa are distinct examples of cross-

cultural engagement and interaction. When compared to Chinese shopping malls and

other  spaces  of  economic  activity,  Buddha  halls  comprise  relatively  high  levels  of

interaction,  up  to  the  point  of  creating  friendships  and  long-lasting  relationships

between Chinese and non-Chinese Yiguandao members. Yet, the transcultural spaces of

interaction have some limitations: unlike communication among Chinese community

members  who  frequently  use  Line  (predominantly  Taiwanese)  and  Wechat

(predominantly PRC migrants) apps for exchanges, interaction between Chinese and

black South African members is primarily confined to class hours. Most probably due to

the lack of financial resources of many black congregation members, there are hardly

any online interactions – unlike, for instance, in the United States, where most temples

run Chinese and English-language websites.

29 Unlike  Chinese  shopping  malls,  Chinatowns,  and  even  other  Taiwanese  religious

enterprises (e.g., Foguangshan), Yiguandao’s engagements are not confined to enclave-

like spaces that help to perpetuate the exotic image of Chinese spaces in Africa. Rather,

Yiguandao  followers  powerfully  pursue  their  project  of  building  a  long-lasting

transcultural community, which they term “Maitreya’s garden.” Likewise, during the

training camp Mr. Yang frequently addressed the 27 South Africans as part of one big

Chongde family (thus, specifically referring to the Fayi Chongde branch). Inspired by

Thomas Tweed’s argument that religions “propel adherents back and forth between the

close and the distant” (2006: 158), one could argue that the religious spaces produced

by Yiguandao activists in South Africa constantly move local non-Chinese participants
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between what is familiar (e.g., Christian terminology and tropes) and what is distant

(Yiguandao teachings and practices). Accordingly, the participation of so many non-

Chinese actors, vocabulary, and practices puts us in a position of questioning whether

these  spaces  are  strictly  “Chinese”  anymore.  To  what  extend  are  religious  spaces

inhabited by actors with various national, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds still bound

to the specific ethnic or cultural references that these spaces were originally created

in?  When  do  they  become  transcultural  or  even  global?  As  this  contribution  has

highlighted, local black South African Dao followers employ specific Chinese symbols,

practices,  and  even  language,  but  obviously  they  do  not  identify  themselves  as

“Chinese” – which is a standard approach to defining Chineseness in a global setting

(Cohen 1993: 557).
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NOTES

1. I shall use “Chinese” in a broad understanding to refer to individuals and communities who

trace their origins back to Chinese ancestry and share Chinese cultural notions and practices,

such  as  the  Chinese  language,  but  without  indicating  any  national  identities  of  individual

members of these communities. Instead, I will use “Taiwanese” or “PRC/Mainland Chinese” to

further distinguish them.

2. The  abbreviation  ZHHX  refers  to  Yiguandao  zonghui  huixun  一貫道總會會訊,  the  official

monthly journal published by the General Association of Yiguandao – a representative body of

most Yiguandao branches in Taiwan founded in 1988. The journal is distributed among temples

and individual members worldwide and transmits news about recent activities, discussions of

religious issues, and news from overseas congregations.

3. This  research  is  part  of  a  larger  project  on  the  global  spread  of  Taiwanese  religious

organisations  conducted  at  the  Collaborative  Research  Centre  (SFB)  1199:  “Processes  of

Spatialization under the Global Condition” at Leipzig University, 2016-2019. It is funded with a

grant from the German Research Foundation (DFG). For an introduction to this particular project

as well as the research centre, see Broy, Reinke, and Clart (2017) or visit https://research.uni-

leipzig.de/~sfb1199/about/sfb-1199/ (accessed on 8 May 2019).

4. JCZZ refers to the journal Jichu zazhi 基礎雜誌, which has been published monthly since 1989

as the official mouthpiece of the Jichu Zhongshu 基礎忠恕 branch.

5. On the  ACC,  see  its  international  website  http://www.accngo.org/ (accessed on 8  October

2018).

6. Cf.  an  identical  version of  the  song uploaded on Youtube:  https://youtu.be/J3pdnrMdzPU

(accessed on 9 October 2018).

ABSTRACTS

This  paper  seeks  to  explore  the  spaces  created  by  practitioners  of  the  Taiwanese-Chinese

religious  movement  Yiguandao 一貫道 (“Way  of  Pervading  Unity”)  in  urban  South  Africa.

Drawing on ethnographic data from fieldwork conducted in Johannesburg, Pretoria, and Cape

Town in late 2017 as well as on published Yiguandao materials, this contribution analyses how

these spaces are created, maintained, and charged with meaning. It investigates the uses of these

spaces  as  well  as  how and  why  various  actors  engage in  them.  By  proposing  a  preliminary

typology that is based on the location, function, and mobility of these spaces, this contribution

argues  that  Yiguandao  religious  spaces  represent  more  intense  arenas  of  transcultural

interaction than most other – and predominantly economic – Chinese spaces in Africa.
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Map. Emerging Building Typologies along Derrick Avenue in Cyrildene.

Credit: Gerald Chungu

1 Halfway  along  Derrick  Avenue,  a  lively  high  street  within  the  eastern  suburb  of

Cyrildene in Johannesburg, one suddenly comes across a large plot of vacant land. It

stands out through the absence of any activity and the discontinuity it creates within

the otherwise continuous built environment. Some remnants of outer walls, a house

number, and a letterbox point to the previous existence of dwellings, more specifically

four freestanding houses located on spacious stands, which have all been demolished.

The site being left abandoned for a few years, weeds and bushes have been growing

freely, and the stand has partly been used as a dumping ground. After a while, the

narrow section between the boundary wall and the street was claimed by a group of

Mozambican  women  selling  vegetables,  fruit,  and  seafood.  On  Friday  afternoons,

following  the  passage  of  a  big  truck  arriving  from  Maputo,  a  queue  of  customers,

mainly Chinese, forms to eagerly buy fresh crabs, shrimp, and fish temporarily kept

cold in Styrofoam boxes filled with ice cubes.  Over the period of several months,  a

billboard, written in Chinese and showcasing a rather simple design of a building plan,

indicated that the vacant stand would eventually give way to the construction of a

considerable mixed-use shopping centre. A few months later, the sign had disappeared

and the overgrown vegetation was cleared to provide additional parking possibilities,

at the same time pushing the street hawking activity to a little corner (see photos 1 &

2). These entangled spatial logics and temporalities – merging the not-too-distant past,

the transient, and the unknown future – highlight the coexistence of different rhythms

while providing a first indication of diverging interpretations regarding the usage of

space and the on-going changes in the built environment.
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Photograph 1. Open Space (August 2019)

 
Photograph 2. The Hawkers (September 2019)

2 If until the early 1990s, Derrick Avenue was largely characterised by Jewish, and to a

lesser extent, Greek residents as well as related spatial markers, the street has since

then  attracted  more  and  more  Chinese  migrants.  With  the  advent  of  democratic

elections in 1994, concerns about political uncertainty, and rising crime rates, many of

the initial dwellers decided to move out of the neighbourhood, either to more affluent

parts  of  Johannesburg  or  overseas,  opening  up  a  large  supply  in  available

accommodation  possibilities.  The  arrival  of  new residents,  initially  Taiwanese,  who

were  then  joined  and  gradually  overtaken  by  Mainlanders  (lured  by  business
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opportunities in trade), also resulted in material changes along the street. This is most

visibly symbolised by the construction of two large gates placed at each extremity of

Derrick Avenue (see photo 3),  as  well  as  the concentration of  commercial  activities

(eateries, grocery stores, and hair salons) and an increase in building densities.

 
Photograph 3. The Gateway (August 2019)

3 In Johannesburg,  those familiar with Cyrildene tend to primarily associate the area

with  the  existence  of  Chinatown.  Once  a  year,  the  neighbourhood receives  greater

attention  due  to  the  convening  of  the  Chinese  New  Year  celebrations,  drawing  in

crowds from different parts  of  the city.  Pedestrianised for the day,  Derrick Avenue

turns into an event. The street is filled with people, either seated at large tables with

set menus, queuing at various food stands, or following the dance of the dragon as it

collects  offerings  from  all  the  shops  and  aimed  at  chasing  away  bad  spirits  while

ushering in good fortune. If the food served on this day is quite basic, the majority of

this diverse crowd is in any case rather focused on the fireworks and on experiencing a

new area, perceived as an exoticised space that operates in parallel to the broader city.

4 Given its particular aesthetic and visual contrast to the rest of the suburb, dominated

by detached houses and a quiet residential atmosphere,1 the encounter with difference

has become the main form of engagement with Derrick Avenue. This applies as much to

the ones attracted by it, as to those rejecting and trying to avoid it, assimilating the

physical changes, increased levels of activity, and density along Derrick to a disruption

of the suburban way of life. A former resident, who until 1986 lived in an apartment

block across the road from the Dragon Garden flats (see photo 12) and whose mother

continued to live there until  2008,  recalls  being both fascinated with and scared of

these  changes.  “It’s  a  completely  different  culture  that  moved  into  the  area  and  I

increasingly felt out of place. The smells and sounds were (and are) so different from

the ones I had grown up with.”2 Standing in front of her former home, she conceded

that change, although commonplace, is difficult to accept given that it had wiped out

her childhood memories.  Adjacent residents,  currently living in the neighbourhood,
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have  repeatedly  complained  to  the  municipal  government  about  deficient  urban

management and deviation from building norms and by-laws. The city administration

eventually  responded  and  developed  a  precinct  plan  that  aims  to  regulate  the  co-

existence of Derrick Avenue with the rest of the suburb. While largely accommodating

the changes, the City’s ambition is to limit the spatial expansion of Chinatown in order

to retain the current character of suburbia all around.3

5 This conceptual and practical divide between a clearly defined inside and outside does

not only exist within the reasoning of residents, city planners, and designers, but also

transpires from journalistic and scholarly work. Mainly approached through the lens of

ethnicity and othering, urban spaces such as Derrick Avenue become easily locked into a

particular analytical framework, and as such tend to be alienated from broader urban

dynamics  and  realities.  To  borrow  from  Lindsay  Bremner,  “how  we  write  the  city

invents it, brings it into being,” while “the categories we choose to describe our cities

[and the various spaces within] bring them into focus, allow them to exist (or not exist),

in very powerful and particular ways” (Bremner 2010: 4,  49).  Similar challenges are

posed to the realm of visual depictions, given that images can contribute to unsettling

and disrupting certain interpretations and mental constructs, while at the same time

upholding them (De Boeck and Plissart 2004: 7‑10).

6 With these limitations in mind, we seek to engage this space as a process,  as open,

constantly  moulded,  and  unfinished,  to  borrow  from  Doreen  Massey’s  vocabulary

(2005).  Our aim is not to disregard the existence of difference, but to consider how

Derrick  Avenue  as  a  space  exists  as  an  integral  part  of  city-making  processes  and

realities. In this context, the articulation between unique and common then ceases to

be binary and emerges as  an entanglement of  urban complexities.  The selection of

images  featured  in  this  essay  offers  a  glimpse  of  these  multiple  trajectories,  time

frames, and imaginations that converge within this street.

7 A street can be narrated in many ways. Here, Mark Lewis has primarily focused on the

interaction between the materiality of the built form and the mundane lived experience

of various people linked to Derrick Avenue. The essay first zooms into one of the bigger

apartment blocks, comprised of about 45 flats and seven shops on the ground floor. It is

situated  in  the  busier  section  of  Derrick  Avenue  and  coincides  with  the  initial

appearance of Chinese features. Unlike the majority of buildings along Derrick Avenue,

which are either tied to Chinese, Taiwanese, or Hong Kongese capital, this building is

owned by Dave, a white Jewish South African, who moved to Cyrildene in the early

1990s, purchasing the block of flats with a business partner (see photo 6). While it is

unclear why exactly Chinese migrants chose to concentrate along Derrick Avenue, the

early beginnings of Chinatown are often associated with the opening of a noodle place

run  by  a  Chinese  man  who  relocated  from  Yeoville,  a  neighbourhood  currently

correlated with a large presence of migrants from different parts of Africa. When asked

about  the  emergence  of  Chinese  markers  along  the  street,  Dave,  who initially  also

stayed in Yeoville,  alluded to indirectly playing his  part  in bringing the Chinese to

Cyrildene by convincing the owner of the noodle shop to set up his restaurant in his

building until he eventually retired back in Taiwan.4 Except for one unit being occupied

by a Pakistani family, all tenants in this building are Chinese. Most of them work in

shops inside the numerous Chinese- run malls, located south of Johannesburg’s inner

city, and commute back and forth on a daily basis. Dwelling aside, the flats, including

the balconies, are often also turned into functional spaces for the storage of boxes and
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supplies, with the rooftop of the building being used to dry not only clothes, but also

fish, pak choi (or xiao bai cai 小白菜), and squid (see photos 4 & 5).

 
Photograph 4. The Tenant (September 2019)

 
Photograph 5. The Rooftop (September 2019)
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Photograph 6. The Landlord (October 2018)

 
Photograph 7. The Worker (November 2017)
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Photograph 8. The Businessman (September 2019)

8 The various portraits of individuals indicate that Derrick Avenue acts as a focal point

for  a  wide  range  of  people.  The  Zimbabwean  baker,  the  Malawian  worker,  the

Mozambican  hawker,  the  Ghanaian  curio  seller,  the  South  African  caretaker,  the

Chinese farmer, and the Congolese security guard are only a few examples of those

trying to carve out a living in relation to the street’s current makeup. Ato, the curio

seller, studied and worked in Taiwan for a number of years, where he also learned to

speak Mandarin Chinese. Upon relocating to South Africa for business opportunities, he

first sold various items at a market in a tourist town about 35 kilometres away from

Johannesburg before deciding to try his luck along Derrick Avenue about a year ago.

Given that his shop is located in the basement,  every day he puts some samples of

carved animals, doors, leather belts, and copper bracelets outside, next to the entrance

stairway  of  one  of  the  busiest  and  most  popular  restaurants  in  the  street.  Mainly

targeting Chinese customers, Ato hopes to make use of his linguistic skills and attract

interest “by introducing some African features into Derrick Avenue.”5 Amongst those

interviewed, most see their current occupation as temporary while they are looking for

other openings, even if Gloria, the caretaker of a building, insisted that God made her

come here to take care of the street (see photo 9).6
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Photograph 9. The Caretaker (September 2019)

9 In terms of (visible) business activity, Derrick Avenue is mainly structured around food

(see photos 7 & 11). In the mornings, chefs and kitchen staff can often be seen buying

the  necessary  ingredients  directly  from the  different  greengrocers,  butcheries,  and

supermarkets  along  the  street.  Many  of  these  greengrocers  operate  as  outlets  for

Chinese-run farms located outside the city, in areas such as Bronkhorstspruit, about an

hour’s drive to the northeast of Johannesburg (see photo 10).  Apart from attracting

individual customers, their main source of income is tied to the interest of other non-

Chinese greengrocers operating in various parts of the city or elsewhere, who come to

load their mini-vans and trucks. While the Chinese farmers are mostly growing green

vegetables,  the  shops  along  Derrick  combine  these  with  fruit  and  other  veggies

purchased  at  City  Deep,  a  large  warehouse  market  in  downtown  Johannesburg.  If

difficult  to  measure,  the  gravitational  pull  based  on  access  to  fresh  produce,  rice,

condiments, or Asian specialities has not only linked Derrick Avenue to other parts of

the city, but also triggered the presence of additional entrepreneurial activities. These

include the aforementioned Mozambican hawkers, people occasionally selling avocados

from KwaZulu-Natal (a coastal province in the eastern parts of South Africa) piled on

top of a pickup truck, a Chinese man using his minibus taxi to sell fruit sourced from

City Deep, as well as someone appearing around lunchtime with a shopping trolley to

sell pap (maize flour porridge) and meat, popular among black workers employed along

the street and within the wider neighbourhood.

10 Alongside these activities, which are, all in their own way, contributing to shaping the

character and texture of the street, there are those wanting to engage with the area on

a larger scale and in more structural ways. Mr. Wang, a well-established businessman,

one of the first developers on Derrick Avenue and owner of a four-storey building along

the street, thought that the city’s Precinct Plan is lacking in ambition (see photo 8).

Today semi-retired, his first encounter with the African continent was at the age of 24

when he worked for CCECC (China Civil Engineering Construction Company) in various

places in West Africa. In 1990, he moved to South Africa, first to Newcastle in KwaZulu-
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Natal, where a number of Taiwanese industrialists had opened factories, and then to

Johannesburg,  where he  started an import-  export  business,  at  the  time located in

Pritchard Street in the CBD. Inside his massive house, located further up the road from

Derrick Avenue in the leafy part of an adjacent suburb, the wall in one of the reception

rooms is  filled with framed pictures of  him shaking hands with both domestic  and

international dignitaries, signalling a man who seems to be well connected. Referring

to Johannesburg’s challenges in terms of urban sprawl, and given the city’s insufficient

levels of economic activity, Mr Wang is in favour of widening the commercial footprint

of the precinct and increasing its building density.7 His intention, although unlikely to

materialise in this form, is to tear down his partially closed building8 along Derrick,

since he has already acquired some of the adjacent plots, and build a 10-storey mixed-

use structure with several floors dedicated to shopping, offices, and food courts. While

nearby residents largely associate the presence of Chinese spatial features and street-

level activities as impacting negatively on the neighbourhood and on their property

prices, people like Mr. Wang or Dave the landlord are eager to increase the appeal (and

value)  of  the  area  through  an  even  greater  focus  on  “ethnic”  markers.  Drawing

parallels  to  Maboneng,  a  privately  regenerated and gentrified section in downtown

Johannesburg surrounded by a run- down neighbourhood, both envision the future of

Derrick Avenue as a proper, regulated, and up-market Chinatown. Their ambition would

be to make this place look like other Chinatowns in Western Europe or North America,

and  insert  it  as  part  of  the  city’s  tourism itinerary.  Others,  however,  point  to  the

existing demographics and socio-economic status of those operating along the street,

arguing that a significant upgrade, subsequently attracting a different clientele, would

probably  push  out  those  who  turned  Derrick  Avenue  into  what  it  is  today  (see

photo 13).

 
Photograph 10. The Farmers (October 2017)
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Photograph 11. The Market (March 2018)

 
Photograph 12. Dragon Garden Flats (August 2019)
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Photograph 13. The Street (June 2018)

11 At the time of writing, changes have probably already occurred, whether this might be

businesses closing or opening, or people leaving or arriving. More broadly, this reality

points to a street that exists in a fluid state and in motion, merging both transient and

more  structural  aspects.  The  multiple  imaginations  and  interpretations  this  entails

(and requires) means wrestling with the relative rigidity of writing and temporal fixity

of  photography,  while  grappling with what  Teju  Cole  has  called  the  existence  of  a

“constant blind spot” where we only get to see a small part of what we are looking at

(Cole 2017). As a result, the embedding of Derrick Avenue within much broader urban

phenomena and in conversation with socio-economic conjunctures could be one way of

narrating and visualising this street in more flexible ways.
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NOTES

1. Cyrildene, largely a middle-class neighbourhood, experienced significant demographic shifts

over  the last  10  to  20  years,  having become racially  more diverse.  At  the same time,  newly

arrived suburbanites have seldomly challenged the suburban ideal of a conventional, residential,

and calm neighbourhood.

2. Interview in Cyrildene, 21 August 2019.

3. Interview with a City official in Johannesburg, 1 June 2018.

4. Series of interviews in Cyrildene, April-May 2018 and July 2019. All names in this essay have

been changed.

5. Interview in Cyrildene, 23 August 2019.

6. Interview in Cyrildene, 23 August 2019.

7. Interview in Observatory, 28 June 2018 and 2019.

8. It used to accommodate various businesses, including a Chinese library, a Chinese language

newspaper, as well as a karaoke bar.
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Introduction

1 On  1 January 2017,  the  Shanghai  daily  paper  Dongfang  Zaobao  (東方早報,  Oriental

Morning Post) ceased publication, marking the end of a journalistic adventure begun in

July 2003. Although Dongfang Zaobao was less well-known than the Guangzhou paper

Nanfang  Dushibao  (南方都市報)  and Beijing’s  Xinjingbao  (新京報),  Chinese journalists

nonetheless considered it one of the best metropolitan newspapers (dushibao 都市報) of

all  the commercial general news publications founded after the revival of economic

reforms in 1992.1

2 The closure  of  Dongfang  Zaobao  did  not,  however,  mean the  end of  the  journalistic

ambitions of its 20-strong management team. In July 2014, it initiated the first online
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pure news player in China: Pengpai (澎湃, The Paper), circulated first and foremost on

mobile telephones.

3 These  unique events  gave  us  the  opportunity  over  the  long  term  to  examine  the

strategy and motivations  of  a  stable  group of  journalists  who twice  negotiated the

unlocking of  editorial  space with an authoritarian regime (Stockmann 2013)  before

going on to provide editorial content. The journalists were aware, however, that the

authorities  considered  them  a  mouthpiece  for  those  in  power  (houshe 喉舌),  who

controlled  the  media  through  an  approval  system  (shenpizhi  審批制)2 and  issued

directives  to  editorial  staff  through  the  Propaganda  Department  of  the  Central

Committee of the Communist Party (Zhonggong zhongyang xuanchuanbu 中共中央宣傳

部)  (Brady 2008).  Moreover,  the authorities had the power to contract the editorial

space conceded when the media organ was created and censor the journalists’ work.

We might, therefore, be justified in thinking that these journalists had no choice but to

either  renounce  their  professional  ambitions  or  confront  propaganda  head-on.

However, the interviews revealed a more nuanced reality: the journalists believed it

possible to use the situation to their advantage in what we are calling an asymmetrical

game. Why did they believe in this possibility? How did they exercise their profession

in this context? What conclusions did they draw from this experience?

4 The idea that the relationship between journalists and the authorities in China may be

considered  a  negotiation  between  partners  who  do  not  share  the  same  ideas on

information rather than a head-on confrontation between irreconcilable adversaries

has already been expressed. For example, Huang Chengju suggested a fresh analysis of

Chinese media in order to move from a “control to negotiation model” (Huang 2007:

402). He defined negotiation as “a bargaining process during which each party of the

game has to more or less consider other players’ interests and possible reaction before

making its  own decision” (ibid.:  405).  He considered “not  totally  unimaginable  that

some kind of ‘serious journalism’ could become a new negotiation ground between the

media, the state and the market in the near future” (ibid.: 406). More recently, Maria

Repnikova  emphasised  that:  “What  goes  unnoticed  beneath  the  stark  imagery  of

collision between the mighty state and the fearless, isolated critics, however, is the web

of  complex  negotiation  taking  place  between  some Chinese  journalists  and  party

officials” (Repnikova 2017: 8). In her opinion, during “guarded improvisations” (ibid.:

xiii):

Journalists  and  officials  make  ad  hoc  creative  adjustments  in  response  to  one
another,  with  the  state  maintaining  ample  room for  modification in  endorsing,
constraining  and  responding  to  watchdog  reporting,  and  with  journalists
improvising  by  reinterpreting  official  policies  and  working  by  bypass  political
restrictions in the haze of dynamic ambiguity. (ibid.:18)

5 However, these authors see the idea of negotiation in very broad terms that encompass

formal discussions between journalists and the authorities, techniques for bypassing

censorship, and procedures for the gathering and dissemination of information. More

generally, the idea of negotiation would seem to cover all forms of the relationship

between  the  authorities  and  journalists  where  the  latter  are  not  seen  simply  as

channels for the transmission of propaganda. Such a broad definition might give the

impression that everything is negotiable. However, this is far from being the case, since

the commercialisation of the media and investigative journalism respect a framework

drawn  up  by  the  authorities.  In  particular,  journalists  cannot  negotiate  the  core

principles  of  information under  a  socialist  regime:  no  media  outlet  can  be  created
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unless it is approved by the authorities, and it must conform to the directives of the

Department of Propaganda, notably where sensitive political information is concerned.

6 The idea of negotiation must therefore be confined to the specific phase during which

journalists and the authorities discuss the creation of a new media organisation. This is

followed by a period of asymmetric game-playing during which editors publish news

and each party attempts to interpret the negotiated agreement to their own advantage.

This  distinction  respects  that  already  followed  by  Pan  Zhandong,  who  noted  that

“media practitioners consent to the legitimacy of Party control and submit themselves

to such control” before embarking upon “non-routine practices to ‘break through’ the

confines of the Party-press in some local domains” in the hope that these will then be

endorsed by the Party (Pan 2008: 9).

Distinguishing  the  negotiation  phase  from  the  game  phase  also  helps  put  into

perspective the advantages of applying James Scott’s theory of the arts of resistance to

the  study  of  the  Chinese  journalists.  Indeed,  according  to  James  Scott,  “Every

subordinate group creates,  out of  its  ordeal,  a  ‘hidden transcript’  that  represents a

critique of power, spoken behind the back of the dominant” (Scott 2008: 12). It is true

that Chinese journalists are indeed in a subordinate position vis-à-vis the CCP and their

employers.  Although  this  places  them  alongside  the  “dominated,”  it  nonetheless

constitutes only one facet of a more ambivalent identity than that of the slaves, serfs,

colonised peoples, and lower castes studied by Scott. The Chinese journalists are also on

the side of the “dominants” by virtue of their profession and their right to carry out

investigations.  Moreover,  the  public  discourse  of  some  journalists  rivals  that  of

propaganda, and cannot be qualified as “infrapolitics” in the sense of “resistance that

avoids  any  public  declaration  of  its  intentions”  (ibid.:  237).  On  the  contrary,  these

professionals  openly declare their  wish to produce information for  the public.  It  is

therefore more appropriate to affirm that journalists occupy an intermediate position,

at one and the same time dominated and dominant, so although their behaviour can, in

part, be considered an art of resistance, it also displays active collaboration with the

authorities.

7 It is the mechanisms of this ambivalent relationship between a group of journalists and

the authorities that this article seeks to examine. In doing so, we have found it useful to

draw upon game theory. Game theory, which has its origins in economics, has inspired

research in the political and social sciences, notably in the sociology of organisations in

line with the work of Michel Crozier and Erhard Friedberg. For sociologists, the actors

in an organisation never restrict themselves to that which is planned by the hierarchy,

organisational charts, and standard procedures:

There are no social systems that are entirely regulated or controlled. The individual
or collective players within them cannot be reduced to abstract and disembodied
functions. They are players in their own right who, within the often very heavy
constraints imposed upon them by “the system,” have at their disposal a margin of
freedom  that  they  use  in  a  strategic  manner  in  their  interactions  with  others.
(Crozier and Friedberg 1977: 29‑30)

8 The  observation  of  organisations  shows  that  the  actors  use  “available  zones  of

uncertainty to constantly negotiate their own wishes and to impose, as far as possible,

their own orientations on the other players” (ibid.: 90). It is this interaction that Crozier

and Friedberg term a “game.”

The  game  is  the  instrument  that  people  have  developed  to  regulate  their
cooperation. It is the essential instrument in organised action. The game reconciles
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freedom and constraint. The player remains free, but if he wants to win, he must
adopt a rational strategy in accordance with the nature of the game and respect its
rules. This means that he must accept the constraints imposed upon him in order to
advance his own interests. (ibid.: 113)

9 This is the theoretical framework within which the interviews with 12 journalists, two

women and 10 men, were conducted. The group was far from representative of the

228,000  holders  of  the  press  card  delivered  by  the  Chinese  state.3 It  was  almost

exclusively male, although 43% of Chinese journalists are women, and represented less

than 10% of the staff of Dongfang Zaobao and Pengpai, whose editorial departments had a

staff of around 200 journalists. It also had the particularity of being made up solely of

people occupying positions of authority. Nonetheless, the idea that these journalists

have of their job made them representative of the “advocate professionals” identified

by Jonathan Hassid. As such, they combined a strong wish for autonomy with a desire

to represent “‘the people,’ ‘vulnerable social’ groups (ruoshi qunti 弱勢群體) and others

against the predations of society or the State” (Hassid 2011: 825).4 In the years 1990 and

2000, the Guangzhou press, and in particular the Nanfang Press Group (Nanfang ribao

baoye jituan 南方日報報業集團),  was the epicentre of these “advocate professionals”

employed in newspapers with a reputation for investigative journalism, such as Nanfang

Zhoumo  (南方周末)  and  Nanfang  Dushibao.  The  core  leaders  of  Dongfang  Zaobao  and 

Pengpai journalists came from the Nanfang Press Group.

10 Twenty-eight interviews with 12 journalists were conducted between 2005 and 2017.

Nine of these journalists had worked first for Dongfang Zaobao,5 then for Pengpai. They

had  occupied  posts  as  deputy  editors-in-chief,  and  heads  and  deputy  heads  of

departments. When Dongfang Zaobao was launched, they were between 30 and 33 years

old. They were all university graduates, two-thirds of them with a Bachelor’s degree

and one third with a Masters. Half of them had studied journalism, the other half the

arts, economics, or languages. Two-thirds of them were not from Shanghai. Half came

from inland provinces (Guizhou, Hunan, etc.). The geographic marker was clear for the

three investigative journalists we met in the course of this study. They were from the

second-tier cities of Guizhou, Hunan, and Jiangxi. This specificity made them members

of the “Hunan Gang” (Hunanbang 湖南幫), an expression created by researchers at Sun

Yat-sen University in Guangzhou in the light of the over-representation of the central

and western provinces amongst investigative journalists (Shen and Zhang 2013).6 This

geographical  specificity  was  accompanied  by  a  particularity  of  a  social  order:  the

investigative  journalists  were  of  humble  social  origins,  since  their  parents  were

secondary  school  teachers,  small  shopkeepers,  or  local  civil  servants,  whilst  other

journalists tended to be of a higher social class. Yet there seems to be a correlation

between  the  geographical  and  social  origin  of  the  investigative  journalists  and  a

pronounced interest  in  social  problems,  inequality,  and abuses  of  power.  It  was no

coincidence that the best-known investigative journalists of the 1990s and 2000s such

as Deng Fei 鄧飛 and Wang Keqin 王克勤 belonged to the “Hunan Gang.”

11 At least two interviews were held with each journalist, the first in semi-directive form

with  an  interview  guide.  In  subsequent  interviews,  the  journalists  could  express

themselves freely from the starting-point of questions linked to the way in which the

news was dealt  with by their media.  The interviews were always one-on-one,  three

quarters  of  them  outside  of  media  offices  (cafés,  homes,  parks)  and  the  remaining

quarter behind closed doors in the media offices. The languages used were Mandarin
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most of the time and English in the few cases where the journalist had a solid grasp of

the language. The journalists were granted anonymity.

12 This article begins by describing the strategy pursued by the journalists during the

negotiations that led to the creation of Dongfang Zaobao in 2003, and Pengpai in 2014. It

then goes on to examine the asymmetric game developed during the years they were in

charge  of  these  media.  Lastly,  it  will  assess  the  gains  and  losses  recorded  by  the

journalists.

 

A strategy of commitment

13 The founding of Dongfang Zaobao and Pengpai was not planned by the authorities, who

then  designated  journalists  to  implement  them,  but  was  the  result  of  negotiations

between the journalists and the authorities during which the former highlighted their

skills and obtained editorial space. “Shanghai authorities wanted to create a quality

newspaper for white- collar workers but didn’t know how to go about it,” says a former

manager of Dongfang Zaobao’s picture department.7 “Money wasn’t a problem, we were

refused nothing in terms of equipment,”8 recalls a deputy manager of the department.

It was the same story in 2013 during discussions over the creation of Pengpai: “We had

an  objective  in  common  with  the  authorities:  to  create  a  new  media  outlet  to

compensate for the decline of the traditional media. It was the right moment to present

our project,” says a deputy chief- editor of Pengpai.9

14 So it was that in the Spring of 2003, a team of eight people from Guangzhou travelled to

Shanghai on behalf of the Nanfang Press Group in order to negotiate the launch of a

new daily paper with the municipal authorities. The team was led by Shen Hao 沈顥, a

former editor-in-chief of the weekly Nanfang Zhoumo.10 The aim was to create a non-

specialist daily paper covering financial and economic news (caijinglei zonghe baozhi 財

經類綜合報紙) for white-collar workers in the Yangzi Delta. The Nanfang Press Group

had decided to exploit the right granted to press groups by the General Administration

of Press and Publications (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo xinwen chuban zongshu 中華人民

共和國新聞出版總署)  in  May 2002  to  cooperate  at  the  inter-provincial  level  in  the

creation of newspapers.11 The reform was intended to help press groups overcome the

administrative  barriers  hindering  their  geographical  expansion.  For  the  Nanfang

Group, crowned with editorial and commercial success symbolised by the Sun Zhigang

affair 孫志剛事件 in spring 2003,12 the reform offered an opportunity to step outside its

southern base. At the same time as the Shanghai project, it embarked on the creation of

a daily paper in Beijing, Xinjingbao.13 For its part, the Shanghai municipal authorities

hoped to inject new life into its local press, which had the reputation of being dull in

comparison to those of Guangzhou and Beijing. The two parties came to an agreement

under which the united Wenhui-Xinmin Press Group (Wenhui-Xinmin lianhe baoye jituan

文滙新民聯合報業集團), linked to the Shanghai committee of the CCP, provided the

publication licence (kanhao 刊號) and the greater part of the 100 million RMB needed to

launch the paper, whilst the Nanfang Group sent journalists and administrative staff to

Shanghai.14

15 The  first  issue  of  Dongfang  Zaobao  appeared  on  the  newsstands  on  7 July 2003.  Its

management was convinced that it could reproduce in Shanghai the successful press

model  initiated  in  Guangzhou,  which  was  based  on  local  news  and  investigative

journalism that  revealed malfunctions  in  government  and society.  In  July 2003,  the
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authorities had not yet begun to rein in Nanfang Dushibao,  which had distinguished

itself  in  the  Sun  Zhigang  affair.  In  2007,  a  deputy  manager  of  the  photographic

department summed up the prevailing feeling: “We did not even really know who was

in charge of the paper in the beginning. Was it the Nanfang Group or the Shanghai

municipal authorities?”15

16 A  decade  later,  negotiations  similar  to  those  held  in  2003  took  place  in  Shanghai

between most of the same group of journalists who had launched Dongfang Zaobao and

the authorities, this time for the creation of an online news media organ. Indeed, the

Dongfang Zaobao experiment was drawing to a close. The print newspaper saw that its

economic situation had rapidly declined. In 2012, its advertising revenue had halved in

comparison with 2010, and its circulation had dropped by half in comparison to 2007.16

Instead of passively waiting for its expected demise, in 2013, the journalists began to

think about creating a media organisation adapted to the arrival of smartphones and

social  media.17 It  was  a  question  of  acting  on  the  consequences  of  changes  in  the

information paradigm attendant on the arrival of the Internet and social media that

had  resulted  in  the  loss  of  the  monopoly  of  journalists  on  the  production  and

dissemination of information. With their mobile supports,  Internet users could now

create and publish information. As Kevin Latham points out, from a passive mass, the

Chinese “are increasingly conceptualized as consumers of media and other products

and as individuals with information needs and desires” (Latham 2005: 205). However,

“it  is  important  to  remember  that  the  government  has  actively  promoted  the

deployment and use of the Internet for leisure, commercial and information-gathering

purposes” and that  it  did so  “not  in  ignorance of  the potential  of  the Internet  for

promoting  public  debate  and  political  activism,  but  in  spite  of  it  and  with  the

confidence that any such potential can be satisfactorily contained” (ibid.: 213). Given

the ailing finances of Dongfang Zaobao, however, where was the money for launching

digital  media  to  be  found?  To  resolve  this  equation,  the  journalists  leveraged  the

ascendance to supreme power of Xi Jinping, hitherto head of the Shanghai Communist

Party. In fact, after fearing contagion by the Arab Spring demonstrations in 2011 and

observing  the  way  Weibo  was  being  used  to  criticise  the  Government  after  the

Wenzhou high-speed train accident,18 CCP leaders began to worry about the increasing

power of social media. Appointed general secretary of the CCP in November 2012 and

conscious  of  the  inevitable  decline  of  traditional  media,  Xi  Jinping  set  himself  the

objective of “occupy[ing] the commanding height of information and communication”

by the creation of “strong online armies.”19 He realised this ambition by means of a dual

strategy:  on  the  one  hand,  by  tightening  up  checks  on  existing  media  and  social

networks,20 and on the other, by major public investment in new digital media.

17 However,  Xi Jinping and Lu Wei 魯煒,  director of the Cyberspace Administration of

China (CAC, Wangxinban 網信辦) created in November 2013, lacked experience. They

needed guides in order to find their way in a world of rapid technological change. They

therefore  paid  great  attention  to  the  plan  to  create  the  first  Chinese  information

application,  submitted by the Dongfang  Zaobao  team via  the Shanghai  United Media

Group (Shanghai baoye 上海報業).21 With a budget of 300 million yuan, the project was

given the name Pengpai. Lu Wei declared his support for the new media by visiting it

four days before it was launched on 22 July 2014.22

18 The Dongfang Zaobao journalists rejoiced. Not only were they preserving hundreds of

jobs when other printed media in Shanghai were closing up shop, but they had also
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obtained  an  extension  of  their  editorial  space.  For  whereas  Dongfang  Zaobao  was  a

provincial publication, the support of the CAC gave Pengpai national status. Although

the  printed  media  organisation  was  destined  to  disappear,  negotiation  with  the

authorities had made its journalists Chinese pioneers in information applications. In

short, it was through negotiation with the authorities in 2003 and 2014 that a single

group  of  journalists  was  able  to  obtain  the  creation  of  two  information  media

organisations and the opening up of editorial space.

 

The rules of the asymmetric game

19 Once the media organisations had been created,  an asymmetric game began during

which the journalists tried to exploit to the full the editorial space they had obtained

during the negotiation phase. In 2003, they undertook to extend to Shanghai an ideal

forged in Guangzhou within the Nanfang Press Group. Shen Hao, the team’s leader,

embodied this ideal. It was he who had written the 1999 New Year editorial for Nanfang

Zhoumo that even today journalists cite as one of the reasons they chose to enter the

profession.  Shen  Hao  speaks  of  “a  force  that  constantly  pushes  us  to  seek  justice,

goodness, and conscience. This force comes from you, from each of you.”23 A slogan

repeated in journalistic circles in Guangzhou sums up this ambition: “It may be that

certain truths cannot yet be said, but never lie” (keyi hai you weijiang de zhenhua, dan jue

bu neng shuo jiahua 可以有還未講的真話, 但决不能說假話).24

20 An  investigative  journalist  at  Dongfang  Zaobao  speaks  of  his  commitment  in  the

following terms: “One must have an ideal, the feeling of a mission to accomplish; to

drive society to progress or bring problems to light. In the time of the emperors, civil

servants  could  express  criticisms,  so  why  not  now?”25 A  manager  in  the  images

department of Dongfang Zaobao is convinced that “even though we do not have freedom

of  the  press,  we  can  nonetheless  do  something  useful  and  exercise  a  form  of

supervision, however limited.”26 This conviction explains why the journalists agreed to

be part of an asymmetric game with the authorities with the intention of exploiting the

“zones of uncertainty” mentioned by Crozier and Friedberg (1977: 90).

21 As a result, the first months of Dongfang Zaobao were marked by editorial audacity. The

paper  criticised  the  Shanghai  municipal  authorities  despite  the  rule  that  a  media

organisation must never take issue with the Party committee on which it depends. For

example, on 29 July 2003, an investigation of the main seafood market revealed that

hygiene standards were not being respected.27 In September, the paper opposed the

town’s plan to abolish its small street restaurants. When the city’s authorities modified

its project, the paper stated that this reversal in policy had occurred “after a series of

reports in Dongfang Zaobao.”28

22 The year 2008 proved exceptional.  As soon as news of the Sichuan earthquake that

claimed 80,000 lives on 12 May reached the paper, it decided to send a reporter and

photographer to the scene. They were on their way to the airport when the Central

Propaganda Department issued a circular  forbidding the commercial  media to send

journalists to the areas affected by the earthquake. Dongfang Zaobao was one of the rare

Chinese papers that refused to obey. “I will never forget the day we said ‘No!’ to the

Propaganda Department,” recalls a deputy editor-in-chief.29 On 14 May, the paper was

the first media organisation to publish a report that had not come from the official
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Chinese news agency.30 It included the photo of a schoolgirl who died when her school

collapsed, the first mention of the many school buildings that collapsed on their pupils.

23 A second stunt took place on 11 September 2008 with the publication of a story that

established the implication of the Sanlu company in the scandal of baby milk powder

contaminated  with  melamine.31 Added  to  the  milk  to  raise  its  protein  levels,  the

melamine caused babies to develop kidney problems, from which some died. On the

evening it was published, the Ministry of Health confirmed the Dongfang Zaobao report.

This scoop conferred immense prestige on the paper. Its circulation increased by 70,000

copies to reach 270,000.32 It was at this point, and thanks to investigative journalism,

that the paper became profitable – five years after it was launched.

24 The affair of the baby milk powder is emblematic of the type of Chinese investigative

journalism that flourished in the 1990s and 2000s. It is an editorial style that exploits

the possibilities offered by the adoption, at the 13th Congress of the Communist Party in

1987, of the concept of “supervision by public opinion” (yulun jiandu 輿論監督). The

media  are  invited  by  the  authorities  to  investigate  malfunctions  in  society  and

embezzlement by civil servants in order to help the central government remedy these

problems. The central authorities would like journalists to observe the lower ranks in

the  power  hierarchy  and reveal  problems  that  can  be  solved  without  calling  the

political  system into  question.  Very many subjects  remain taboo however:  national

leaders,  political  opponents,  the  army,  separatist  movements,  etc.  Despite  these

limitations,  supervision  by  public  opinion  unlocked  a  vast  space  for  journalists  to

investigate economic and social subjects that are not explicitly forbidden by the censor.

25 In  2014, the  digital  application  Pengpai  also  had  high  ambitions  of  investigative

journalism. On 22 July, the day of its launch, it published an investigation into a judicial

error in Anhui Province.33 Eight hours later, the Anhui Supreme People’s Court declared

its  intention  to  re-open  the  file.  On  21 January 2015,  Pengpai  uncovered  a  case  of

corruption in Nehe Prison in Heilongjiang Province, in which a prisoner was able to

commit crimes with the complicity of  the guards.34 The article went viral  on social

media. The affair went beyond the provincial level when the Supreme People’s Court of

China ordered a general enquiry into the prison system. This type of publication saw

Pengpai’s  ratings  increase  dramatically:  between  October 2014  and  March 2016,  the

number  of  unique  visitors  to  the  online  media  app  each day  quadrupled  whilst

advertising revenue increased six-fold.35 Favouring publication on mobile telephones

did not therefore harm the investigations. This medium proved compatible with quality

information and made possible a variety of formats: it was still possible to publish long

articles, and these could be enriched with videos and infographics.

26 However, the move to digital was accompanied by a change in the rhythm and method

of working. For example, Pengpai continued to hold editorial meetings in the presence

of  the  management  representing  the  Communist  Party  and  department  heads,  but

these now served mainly to check on the progress of articles rather than to introduce

them.  Indeed,  most  of  the  topics  had  already  been  discussed  before  the  editorial

meeting in the course of a permanent discussion group on Weixin (微信, Wechat).

27 Since they were the sponsors of Pengpai, it was in the interests of the CAC and Lu Wei

that  the  new  media succeed.  The  editorial  team  therefore  benefitted  from  the

benevolence of  the national  authorities  in carrying out certain investigations.  “The

support of the CAC was a great help to us,” admits an investigative journalist. “The civil

servants replied more readily to our questions since they thought we were the eye of
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the central government.”36 A department head was pleased that “Xi Jinping’s wish to

fight against corruption opened up the possibility to write about those in high office.”37

28 Moreover, whilst Dongfang Zaobao did not carry a political column, Pengpai was able to

tackle this subject.

29 We decided to focus our editorial line on politics, current affairs, and debates because

the public does not only want to be informed of events, but also to understand what is

at stake. The problem was that we couldn’t discuss everything. It was as though we

were sharing a  house with the authorities:  the journalists  were permitted to  move

about on the ground and first floor but could not go any higher.38

30 In the course of an asymmetric game with the authorities, the journalists from Dongfang

Zaobao  and  Pengpai  exploited  some  “zones  of  uncertainty”  and  chalked  up  some

substantial  gains  in  the  field  of  investigation.  In  exchange,  they  refrained  from

investigating subjects declared taboo by the authorities. Considered acceptable by the

journalists  provided  the  asymmetric  game  allowed  them  to  publish  original

investigations,  the  situation  became  unbearable  for  them  when  the  authorities

tightened their control over information.

 

In the end, the losses exceeded the gains

31 The journalists were proud of their investigations because they fulfilled a part of their

professional  and  personal  ambitions.  There  were  even  times  when  the  national

authorities took up problems revealed by the media and solved them. However, the

ratings  success  achieved  through  the  publication  of  investigative  articles  was

accompanied by a secondary effect: it drew increased attention from the censors.

32 The editorial autonomy granted to the journalists of Dongfang Zaobao and Pengpai had

always been precarious. At any moment the authorities could take back the editorial

space conceded when the media were created.  In  the absence of  legislation on the

press, an independent justice system, and separation of state and Party, it could not be

otherwise.

33 The editorial space granted to Dongfang Zaobao was reduced twice; in 2003 and in 2011.

The first backlash was felt following its initiatives in the summer of 2003. From the

point of view of the Shanghai authorities, Dongfang Zaobao was not entitled to assume

the role of local counterpower. It had to be prevented from investigating municipal

affairs, especially since it was linked to a press group in Guangdong Province. So it was

that on an undetermined date in summer 2003,  the Shanghai municipal  authorities

demanded the departure of Shen Hao and that the Wenxin Press Group take control of

the newsroom of Dongfang Zaobao.39 This reining in preceded the repression suffered by

Nanfang Dushibao in 2004, after the Sun Zhigang affair.40 It is similar to the banishing of

other newspaper editors in the Nanfang Press Group: for example that of Qian Gang,

editor-in-chief of the weekly Nanfang Zhoumo in 2001, and that of Yang Bin, editor-in-

chief of the daily Xinjingbao in 2005.

34 Most  of  the  journalists  who  came  to  Shanghai  with  Shen  Hao  remained,  but the

percentage of investigative reports published by Dongfang Zaobao fell  sharply: whilst

they represented 5% of the frontpage headlines in 2003 during the first weeks of the

paper’s existence, by October the figure had fallen to 1% and to 0% in 2007. The gag was

evident in the case of Chen Liangyu 陳良宇, the head of the Shanghai Communist Party

China Perspectives, 2019-4 | 2019

95



committee,  arrested  for  misappropriation  of  funds  on  25 September 2006.  Dongfang

Zaobao  only  published official  press  releases  on  the  subject  although its  journalists

knew a  year  before  Chen Liangyu’s  arrest  that  he  was  in  the  sights  of  the  Party’s

Disciplinary Committee. It was only in 2008 that the paper revived, taking advantage of

the relative political relaxation as the Beijing Olympic Games drew nearer as well as a

year full of news: the Sichuan earthquake and the milk powder affair.

35 The paper achieved its last great coups in 2011. It seized the occasion of a discussion on

the Government’s plan for the management of the negative effects of the Three Gorges

Dam (Sanxia daba 三峽大壩) to publish, on 31 May, 12 pages of investigations into the

environmental and social consequences of its construction.41 A photo of Huang Wanli

黄萬里, a professor at Tsinghua University who in 1957 had opposed the construction

of  an  older  dam,  the  Sanmenxia  Dam  (Samenxia  daba  三門峽大壩),  and  was

consequently accused of being a Rightist, was placed on the front page. In the 1980s,

Huang Wanli also opposed the building of the Three Gorges Dam. This kind of editorial

audacity illustrates how journalists “play with the boundaries” (da cabianqiu 打擦邊球) 

– in the same way as a table tennis player aims at the edge of the table in order to score

a point.

36 But after the Wenzhou train accident on 23 July 2011, the authorities’ fear that the Arab

Spring rebellions would spread led to a second round of constraints on the paper. Some

of the management team tried to oppose this, but in vain. In mid-July 2012, the editor,

Lu  Yan 陸炎,  and the  deputy  editor-in-chief,  Sun Jian  孫鍳,  were  relieved of  their

duties.  These dismissals  contributed to the decision by Jian Guangzhou 簡光洲,  the

author of the contaminated milk powder investigation, to resign from the paper: “The

idealis dead, I am leaving,” he wrote on his Weibo account in September 2012.42 Unlike

Dongfang Zaobao, Pengpai never dared investigate the affairs of the Shanghai municipal

authorities.  During  the  stampede  that  claimed  36  lives  in  the  Bund  district  on

31 December 2014 during the New Year celebrations, Pengpai limited itself to official

press releases and individual eyewitness accounts. It was the Guangzhou and Beijing

media  who published  enquiries  that  highlighted  the  responsibility  of  the  Shanghai

authorities.

37 As for national news, Pengpai devoted its main story each day to Xi Jinping, though

never taking a critical stand. It promoted the nickname Uncle Xi (Xi Dada 習大大). The

term appeared 128 times in the headlines in 2015. Despite this fawning, the chance to

practise investigative journalism had diminished. The key moment was the censoring

of a new enquiry into the Three Gorges Dam. As a continuation of the work done in

2011 by Dongfang Zaobao, on 21 July 2015, Pengpai published a three-part enquiry into

the ecological, economic, and social impact of the construction of the dam.43 The fruit

of almost a year’s work, the enquiry was censored several hours after its publication.

This did not prevent the Pengpai management from paying a bonus of 20,000 yuan to the

authors of  the enquiry by virtue of  its  “remarkable social  response.”44 “We are the

victims of our own success,” observed a Pengpai editor at the end of 2015.

38 With time, the CAC protection that had benefitted Pengpai in the early days became less

effective.  The  local  authorities  complained  to  the  CAC about  the  bad  publicity  the

media gave the Communist Party. For example, although Pengpai once more succeeded

in publishing, on 18 March 2016, an enquiry into a scandal of non-refrigerated vaccine,

the Department of Propaganda forbade other media to reproduce it, although it had
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previously encouraged them to do so in the case of earlier scandals revealed by the

online media.45

39 In the autumn of 2015, the journalists could not help but notice that, as this analysis by

a department head shows:

Our  space  had  once  again  been  reduced.  During  the  launch  of  Pengpai,  the
authorities and journalists had one objective in common: to create a new media to
compensate for the decline of traditional newspapers and gain greater influence.
But in the medium term our differences grew more marked: the authorities wanted
a  strong  media  over  which  they  could exercise  maximum  control,  whilst  the
journalists  wanted a  strong media  in  which they could control  the information
disseminated. These two objectives do not totally overlap.46

 

Conclusions

40 The  interviews  with  a  stable  group  of  journalists  driven  by  worthy  professional

ambitions  shed  light  on  the  reasons  they  negotiated  with  the  authorities  for  the

creation of two media outlets and on the manner in which they oriented their editorial

teams.  They  revealed  the  strategy  of  the  journalists  within  a  context  limited  by

censorship. The journalists themselves see their relationship with the authorities as a

game. “It’s like a game of chess. The players move their pieces and react to the moves

of  their  opponents.  If  the authorities  move a  piece over  there,  we move ours  over

here,” says a deputy editor-in-chief.47 The game cannot take place unless the journalists

accept the principle of the control of the authorities over information and if the latter

grant them the right to investigate in exchange. When these conditions are met, the

game becomes an acceptable means for journalists to combine a dose of freedom with

the constraints of the censorship system.

41 As a result, the strategy of the Dongfang Zaobao and Pengpai journalists allowed them to

publish  enquiries  into  important  economic  and  social  problems  and  on  the

malfunctions of local policies. These gains earned them a flattering image as defenders

of justice and truth. Yet the authorities were not losers, for all that, on the one hand,

because the journalists always avoided taboo subjects, and on the other, because the

journalists’  enquiries  allowed  the  central  authorities  to  intervene  more  rapidly  in

dealing with local malfunctions. But above all, the authorities retained the power to

censor  the  media  when  the  journalists  were  bold  enough  to  investigate  sensitive

subjects such as the consequences of the Three Gorges Dam. The authorities thereby

ensured that the game would remain asymmetric.

42 The resignation of Jian Guangzhou from Dongfang Zaobao in 2012 and the censoring of

the report on the Three Gorges Dam in Pengpai in 2015 made journalists aware that

their  editorial  freedom was  contracting  and that  their  losses  were  exceeding  their

gains. But they drew different conclusions. No longer believing it at all possible to work

in  accordance  with  his  ideal,  Jian  Guangzhou  left  journalism  to  direct  a

communications  agency.48 However,  most  of  his  former  colleagues  decided  to

persevere.  On 2 November 2016,  after resigning from Pengpai,  they launched a third

media organisation: Lishipin (梨視頻, Pear Video), a news site specialising in video.49

43 The long-term observation of the relationships between this group of journalists and

the authorities would suggest that we move away from a vision that focuses solely on

censorship or on a head-on refusal of it. Although these realities are essential for an

understanding of the way news is put together in China, they do not give a complete
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account  of  “the  strange  and  tense  love  triangle  between  party  control,

commercialisation  and  professional  journalism”  (Bandurski  2008:  116).  Part  of  this

enigma  resides  in  the  fact  that  journalists  believe  it  possible  to  realise  their

professional ambitions, in part at least, within a system whose idea of information they

nonetheless do not share. The fact that a single group of journalists persevered in this

belief  for  more  than  a  decade,  and  despite  disillusionments,  underlines  its  deep

rootedness. It is a belief that contributes to the dynamism of the Chinese news media

that  would  be  difficult  to  explain  were  it  not  for  a  strong  dose  of voluntary

commitment on the part of these principal actors. Moreover, nothing permits us to

state that these journalists had the hidden intention to undermine the control of the

Party over the news media. Their actions, like their declarations, indicate that they

believed  instead  in  the  possibility  of  a  modus  vivendi  with  the  authorities  that

corresponded to both the principles of socialist information and their own professional

aspirations. This belief helped them to accept the limitations placed on their right to

inform the public in the hope that little by little they could enlarge their editorial space

and tackle truths that were still taboo. This proved illusory, even more so under the

mandate  of  Xi  Jinping,  who  reminded  journalists  that  “the  media’s  name  is  the

Communist Party” (meiti xing dang 媒體姓黨).50

BIBLIOGRAPHY

BANDURSKI, David. 2008. “Book Review. He Qinglian, Wusuo Zhongguo. Zhonguo dalu kongzhi

meiti celüe da jiemi (China locked in mist: Revelations on the Mainland’s policy to control the

media).” China Perspectives 1(73): 115‑6.

BRADY, Anne-Marie. 2008. Marketing Dictatorship: Propaganda and Thought Work in Contemporary

China. Plymouth: Rowman & Littlefield.

BRADY, Anne-Marie. 2017. “Plus ça change? Media Control Under Xi Jinping.” Problems of Post-

Communism 64(3‑4): 128‑40.

CROZIER, Michel, and Erhard FRIEDBERG. 1977. L’acteur et le système (Actors and Systems: The

Politics of Collective Action). Paris: Seuil.

HASSID, Jonathan. 2011. “Four Models of the Estate: a Typology of Contemporary Chinese

Journalists.” China Quarterly 208(December): 813‑32.

HONG, Bing 洪兵. 2007. 轉型社會中的新聞生產 – 南方周末個案研究 (Zhuanxin shehui zhong de

xinwen shengchan – Nanfang Zhoumo ge’an yanjiu (1983‑2001), The production of information in a

transitioning society – Nanfang Zhoumo Case Study). Doctoral thesis: Fudan University, Shanghai.

HUANG, Chengju. 2007. “Editorial: From Control to Negotiation: Chinese Media in the 2000s.” 

International Communication Gazette 69: 402‑12.

KE, Li, and Colin SPARKS. 2018. “Chinese Newspapers and Investigative Reporting in the New

Media Age.” Journalism Studies 19: 415‑31.

China Perspectives, 2019-4 | 2019

98



LATHAM, Kevin. 2013. “New Media and Subjectivity in China. Problematizing the Public Sphere.” 

In Éric Florence and Pierre Defraigne (eds), Towards a New Development Paradigm in Twenty-First

Century China. New York: Routledge. 203‑17.

LIU, Yi, Xiaoming HAO, and Nainan WEN. 2017. “Professional Impact and Job Satisfaction Among

Chinese Journalists.” Journalism 19: 1344‑62.

SALMON, Nolwenn. 2018. “Journalistes engagés et médias officiels : l’incarnation de l’ambiguïté

des rapports avec le Parti” (Engaged journalists and official media: the embodiment of relation’s

ambiguity with the Party). Études chinoises 37(1): 95‑112.

PAN, Zhandong. 2009. “Media Change Through Bounded Innovations: Journalism in China’s

Media Reforms.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of the International Communication

Association, New York. http://citation.allacademic.com/meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/

0/1/3/7/4/pages13747/p13747‑1.php (accessed on 31 May 2019).

REPNIKOVA, Maria. 2017. Media Politics in China. Improving Power under Authoritarianism.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

SCOTT, James C. 2008. La domination et les arts de la résistance. Fragments du discours subalterne 

(Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts). Paris: Éditions Amsterdam.

SHEN, Fei, and Zhi’an ZHANG. 2013. “Who are the Investigative Journalists in China? Findings

from a Survey in 2010.” Chinese Journal of Communication 6(3): 374‑84.

SVENSSON, Marina. 2017. “The Rise and Fall of Investigative Journalism in China: Digital

Opportunities and Political Challenges.” Media, Culture & Society 3: 440‑5.

THIREAU Isabelle, and Linshan HUA. 2005. “De l’épreuve publique à la reconnaissance d’un public

: le scandale Sun Zhigang” (From public ordeal to public recognition : The Sun Zhigang scandal). 

Politix 3: 137‑64.

STOCKMANN, Daniela. 2013. Media Commerzialisation and Authoritarian Rule in China. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

WANG, Haiyan. 2016. The Transformation of Investigative Journalism in China. From Journalists to

Activists. London: Lexington.

ZHANG, Zhi’an 張志安, and CAO Yanhui 曹艷輝. 2017. “中國的調查記者呈衰落之勢” (Zhongguo

de diaocha jizhe cheng shuailuo zhishi, Chinese investigative journalists’ show signs of decline). 

Sohu, 7 December. http://news.ifeng.com/a/20171207/53936712_0.shtml (accessed on

31 May 2019).

ZHAO, Yuezhi. 1998. Media, Market, and Democracy in China. Between the Party line and the

Bottom Line. Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

ZHAO, Yuezhi. 2008. Communication in China: Political Economy, Power and Conflict. Plymouth:

Rowman & Littlefield.

NOTES

1. We make a distinction between Party newspapers (dangbao 黨報) such as People’s Daily (Renmin

Ribao 人民日報), whose circulation is based on the subscriptions of government departments and

public  companies,  and  commercial  newspapers  that  generate  income  through  advertising

revenue and sales to private individuals. Although also controlled by the Party, the latter benefit
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from  greater  editorial  autonomy.  This  dual  press  system  has  been  termed  “propagandist/

commercial” (Zhao 1998: 161).

2. The approval system (shenpizhi 審批制) is the basis on which the Chinese Communist Party

(CCP)  controls  the  media.  All  media  creation must  first  be  approved by the  authorities  who

deliver a publication licence (kanhao 刊號), and all media are placed under the responsibility of a

management institution (zhuguan danwei  主管單位),  itself  controlled by the CCP:  government

department, associations, companies, etc.

3. “我國持証記者已超過22.8萬人” (Woguo chi zheng jizhe yi chaoguo 22.8 wan ren, China has

more  than  228,000  accredited  press  card  holders),  Xinhua,  7 November 2017,

www.xinhuanet.com/2017‑11/07/c_1121920358.htm (accessed on 24 September 2018).

4. Jonathan  Hassid  identified  four  ideal-type  Chinese  journalists:  traditional  “mouthpieces,”

workaday journalists, advocate professionals, and American-style professionals.

5. The author was awarded a field-study grant by the CEFC in 2007,  for work undertaken at

Dongfang Zaobao.

6. In the study carried out in 2010 by Shen Fei and Zhang Zhi’an, Hunan Province headed the list

of places of origin of investigative journalists, hence the expression “Hunan Gang” suggested by

the authors. In 2017, a second study carried out by Zhang Zhi’an and Cao Yanhui placed Henan

Province at the top of the list, followed by Hubei and Hunan.

7. Interview with the author on 10 January 2007.

8. Interview with the author on 16 July 2008.

9. Interview with the author on 22 October 2015.

10. At the time of the negotiations over the creation of Dongfang Zaobao,  Shen Hao 沈顥 was

editor-in-chief of 21 Shiji Jingji Baodao (21世紀經濟報道), a newspaper specialising in the economy

created by the Nanfang Group in 2001.

11. General Administration of Press and Publications (GAPP), “關於新聞出版業跨地區經營的若

干意見” (Guanyu  xinwen  chuban  ye  kua  diqu  jingying  de  ruogan  yijian,  Some  opinions

concerning  cross-regional  operation  in  the  press  and  publications  sector),  3 June 2002.

Translated into English by China Copyright and Media, chinacopyrightandmedia.wordpress.com/

2002/06/03/some-opinions-concerning-cross-regional-operation-in-the-press-and-publications-

sector/#more-1132 (consulted on 12 July 2018).

12. A native of Hubei Province, Sun Zhigang 孫志剛 was not carrying his provisional certificate of

residence when stopped by the police in Guangzhou on 17 March 2003. Placed in a detention and

repatriation centre, he died three days later. Basing its comments on the results of an autopsy,

Nanfang Dushibao stated on 25 April 2003 that Sun Zhigang had been beaten before he died. On

20 June 2003,  Prime Minister  Wen Jiabao 温家寶 announced the abrogation of  detention and

repatriation centres. For further information on the Sun Zhigang affair, see, for example, Thireau

and Hua’s article (2005: 137‑64).

13. Xinjingbao appeared in November 2003. It was created by the Nanfang Group in cooperation

with the press group Guangming Ribao baoye jituan 光明日報報業集團,  which edited the daily

Guangming Ribao 光明日報 (Clarity).

14. The press groups Zhejiang Ribao 浙江日報 in Hangzhou and Xinhua Ribao 新華日報 in Nanjing

also participated in financing it.

15. Interview with the author on 21 August 2007.

16. Figures obtained by the author during interviews.

17. Apple commercialised the first iPhone in 2007; Weibo 微博 was born in 2009 and Weixin 微信 

in 2011.

18. On 23 July 2011, 40 people died in a collision between two high-speed trains near Wenzhou. In

the days that followed, internet users expressed vehement criticism of the authorities on Weibo.
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19. “Xi  Jinping’s  19 August  speech  revealed?”,  China  Copyright  and  Media,  12 November 2013.

Translated into English by China Copyright and Media,  chinacopyrightandmedia.wordpress.com/

2013/11/12/xi-jinpings-19-august-speech-revealed-translation (consulted on 12 July 2018).

20. Amongst  the  measures  taken  to  ensure  control  of  micro-bloggers  is  the  decision  of the

Supreme People’s Court of China in September 2012, according to which all online writing judged

defamatory and seen more than 5,000 times or transferred more than 500 times can result in

three years’ imprisonment for its author. Supreme People’s Court, 10 September 2013, https://

www.spp.gov.cn/spp/zdgz/201309/t20130910_62417.shtml (accessed on 31 May 2019).

21. The Shanghai United Media Group (Shanghai baoye jituan 上海報業集團) was the result of the

merger on 28 October 2013, of the United Wenhui-Xinmin Media Group and the Liberation Press

Group (Jiefang Ribao baoye jituan 解放日報報業集團).

22. “中國互聯網大總管魯煒現身澎湃” (Zhongguo  hulianwang  dazongguan  Lu  Wei  xianshen

Pengpai,  Lu Wei,  Director  of  Chinese Internet  visited Pengpai),  Pengpai,  18 July 2014 (personal

archives, the online page has been removed).

23. “總有一種力量讓我淚流滿面” (Zong you yi zhong liliang rang women lei liu manmian, There

exists  a  force  capable  of  making  us  cry),  Nanfang  Zhoumo,  1 January 1999,  www.infzm.com/

content/22205 (accessed on 12 July 2018).

24. Huang  Wenyu  黄文俞,  deputy  manager  of  the  Propaganda  Department  of  Guangdong

Province, would be the first to use this phrase during the fifth anniversary of the creation of

Nanfang Zhoumo in 1987. For the origin of the phrase, see Hong Bing (2007).

25. Interview with the author 28 August 2017.

26. Interview with the author on 31 October 2008.

27. “小龍蝦驚曝黑幕” (Xiaolongxia jingpu heimu, The hidden truth about crayfish), Dongfang

Zaobao, 29 July 2003 (personal archives).

28. “上海收回 ‘50平米生死令’” (Shanghai shouhui “50 pingmi shengsiling”, Shanghai withdraws

“the order to close restaurants of less than 50 square metres”), Dongfang Zaobao, 29 September

2003 (personal archives).

29. Interview with the author on 22 October 2015.

30. “聚源中學 : 絕望與希望” (Juyuan zhongxue: juewang yu xiwang, Juyuan College: Despair and

hope), Dongfang Zaobao, 14 May 2008 (personal archives).

31. “甘肅14 嬰兒同患腎病疑因喝 ‘三鹿’奶粉所致” (Gansu 14 ying’er tonghuan shenbing yiyin he

“Sanlu” naifen suozhi, 14 babies in Gangsu suffering from kidney stones after drinking “Sanlu”

powdered  milk),  Dongfang  Zaobao,  11 September 2008,  news.sina.com.cn/c/

2008‑09-11/030414432835s.shtml (accessed on 12 July 2018).

32. This figure represents the number of copies printed. It is not possible to distinguish between

the copies sold and those distributed without charge. These “internal” figures are clearly lower

by half than those published by the paper, which were exaggerated with the aim of attracting

advertisers.

33. “安徽司法惡例 : 被害人父親法院自盡,被告無罪死刑” (Anhui sifa eli: beihairen fuqin fayuan

zijin, beigao wu zui bian sixing, Strange judicial affair in Anhui: The father of the victim commits

suicide  in  court,  the  accused,  originally  acquitted  is  then  condemned  to  death),  Pengpai,

22 July 2014, www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1256495 (consulted on 12 July 2018).

34. “黑龍江一監獄獄長警收錢,默許犯人與警察妻子在值班室發生關係” (Heilong jiang yi jianyu

yuzhang  jing  shouqian,  moxu  fanren  yu  jingcha  qizi  zai  zhiban  shi  fasheng  guanxi,  In

Heilongjiang, a prison warder accepted money and permitted a relationship between a prisoner

and  the  wife  of  a  police  officer  in  the  office),  Pengpai,  21 January 2015,  www.thepaper.cn/

newsDetail_forward_1296443 (accessed on 12 July 2018).

35. “Internal” figures provided by Pengpai.

36. Interview with the author on 28 August 2017.

37. Interview with the author on 22 October 2015.
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38. Interview with the author on 22 October 2015.

39. Shen Hao then took over the management of the 21 Shiji  Jingji  Baodao until  his arrest for

extortion and blackmail  in September 2014. He was forced to make a televised confession on

20 November 2014 and condemned to four years in prison in December 2015.

40. Editor-in-chief of the Nanfang Dushibao during the Sun Zhigang affair, on 25 April 2003, Cheng

Yizhong 程益中 was arrested in March 2004.

41. “三峽五大疑問現場報告” (Sanxia wu da yiwen xianchang baogao, In-the-field report on the

five  big  questions  surrounding  the  Three  Gorges),  Dongfang  Zaobao,  31 May 2011,

www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1243512 (accessed on 12 July 2018).

42. The message can no longer be found on Weibo, but Jian Guangzhou confirmed its authenticity

to the author.

43. “三峽” (Sanxia, Three Gorges), Pengpai, 21 July 2015 (personal archives, the online page has

been removed).

44. The author’s own account, October 2015.

45. “數億元疫苗未冷藏流入18省份 :  或影響人命,  山東廣發協查函” (Shu  yi  yuan  yimiao  wei

lengcang liuru 18 shengfen: huo yingxiang renming, Shandong guangfa xiecha han, Hundreds of

millions of yuan’s worth of non-refrigerated vaccines distributed in 18 provinces: Possible life-

threatening  consequences  for  humans,  Shangdong  Province  attempts  to  trace  the  vaccines),

Pengpai,  18 March 2016,  www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1445232 (accessed  on

12 July 2018).

46. Interview with the author on 19 October 2015.

47. Interview with the author on 22 October 2015.

48. Many investigative journalists left the media during the 2010s, including Deng Fei and Wang

Keqin.

49. Lishipin 梨視頻, www.pearvideo.com (accessed on 31 May 2019).

50. Declaration made by Xi Jinping, on 18 February 2016, during a visit to People’s Daily, the new

China News Agency, and China Central Television, CCTV.

ABSTRACTS

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, journalism in China was marked by a breakthrough

in investigative journalism that resulted from a particular conjuncture: the central government’s

wish to control local authorities through surveillance by the media, coupled with the desire of a

new generation of journalists to carry out investigations in a professional manner. Between 2003

and 2016, a group of journalists in Shanghai running the daily paper Dongfang Zaobao and then

the news site Pengpai bore witness to this period. A series of interviews with these journalists

enabled us to understand their strategy over the long term and identify a phase of negotiations

with the authorities that led to the creation of media and a period of asymmetric game-playing to

produce information. It emerged that although the journalists accumulated major successes in

matters of investigation, the authorities ultimately always curtailed editorial freedom.
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LEE, Ching Kwan. 2018. The Specter of
Global China: Politics, Labor, and
Foreign Investment in Africa. Chicago
and London: University of Chicago
Press.
Katy L. Lam

1 “Is China the new colonial power in Africa?” is an often-asked question

and  attention-catching  headline.  Nonetheless,  Professor  Ching  Kwan
Lee tells us at the beginning of her new book, The Specter of Global

China,  that  no  answer  can  be  given,  because  colonialism  and  neo-
colonialism  are  fundamentally  inappropriate  analytical  frameworks.
Colonialism relates to a particular historical and geopolitical context,
and colonisers often enjoy exclusive or monopolistic commercial rights
in colonised territories.  However,  China is  a latecomer in Africa and
does  not  enjoy  the  same  privileges,  and  Africa  is  fundamentally
different now from the colonial era of previous centuries.

2 Readers should not be disappointed by this missing answer, because

Lee  asks  and  answers  a  more  pertinent  question  in  her  book:  “Is
Chinese state capital a different kind of capital?” Chinese investment
overseas is often tagged with “Chinese state” and thus inspires “fear.”
The fear is associated with questions of hidden political agendas, poor
labour rights, and undermining the host country’s development. In sum,
there is often concern that Chinese overseas investment is a win-lose
deal in which the Chinese side wins and the host country loses. Are
these concerns empirically grounded?

3 With decades of research on Chinese capitalism in South China and on

Global China, Lee has conducted six years of ethnographic research in
Zambia on this question. She answers it by comparing Chinese state
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capital with global private capital in the copper mining and construction
sectors in Zambia. Suggesting that there are multiple forms of capital
(or, as she writes in Chapter One, “varieties of capital”), she advances
an  analytical  framework  by  considering  capital  as  processes  and
relations  of  power  that  are  embedded  in  the  society  where  capital
activities take place. Lee observes the processes and power relations of
different capitals in “three moments of capital” (pp. 10-3), namely: 1)
wealth  accumulation,  2)  production,  and  3)  managerial  ethos.  All  of
these  moments  of  capital  are  subject  to  local  resistance (pp.  13-21)
from above  (as  in  politician  bargaining,  state  regulations)  and  from
below (as in strikes, riot, rumours).

4 Lee answers “yes” to her research question. She argues that Chinese

state  capital  is  indeed  different  from  global  private  capital  under
certain circumstances. The fundamental difference lies on the capital
objective. For global private capital, “profit-maximisation” (to make as
much profit as possible) is the key single objective. For Chinese state
capital,  it  is  a  “profit-optimisation,”  which  means  the  capital  has  to
satisfy multiple arrays of interests at the same time, including China’s
natural resource security and expanding political influence in Africa, as
well  as  profit-making  and  market  expansion.  This  profit-optimisation
objective in fact does not make Chinese capital more evil but on the
contrary makes it more vulnerable to local political and labour agency.
In contrast to global private capital, Chinese state investment is found
to be more willing to negotiate with Zambian politicians and labour,
thus  leaving  the  latter  potential  room for  bargaining  and advancing
their own interests.

5 In Chapter One, Lee provides a brief literature review on capitalism in

China and institutional  features  of  the Chinese enterprise  system to
inform readers of  the background to Chinese state companies going
overseas. Then, Lee lays out her conceptual framework on varieties of
capital  to  analyse  Chinese  state  capital  at  the  global  level.  As  local
embeddedness is considered a key factor in shaping global economic
activities, Lee highlights the characteristics of the Zambian patrimonial
state and populist politics, as well as its development struggle in the
post-colonial era.

6 The second chapter focuses on the first moment of capital, which is its

accumulation logic. Lee examines how Chinese state capital and global
private capital reacted differently to the global financial crisis in 2008,
and to Zambia’s new economic measures and development strategy in
the same year. Lee finds that the key difference is the concept of profit.
Unlike global private capital, where profit is mainly about money, local
political  patronage  and  access  to  commodities/resources  (such  as
copper)  are  other  important  forms  of  profit  for  Chinese  capital.
Consequently, both Beijing and Zambian political and economic actors
simultaneously  shape  the  logic  of  wealth  accumulation  of  Chinese
capital.
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7 The third chapter examines the labour dimension of capital. It looks into

how the  two  types  of  capital  manage  their  labour  production.  In  a
highly neoliberal global economy, labour in both cases is found to suffer
from  casualisation.  Nonetheless,  labour  conditions  in  global  private
capital  are  mainly  linked  to  market  price  fluctuations,  as  the  major
concern of global firms is the sale of commodities, copper in particular.
In  contrast,  Chinese  capital  is  both  price  and  production  sensitive.
Stable  production  for  export  back  to  China  is  also  of  paramount
importance. As a result, Chinese state companies are more vulnerable
to labour strike, which make them more inclined to compromise with
labour  demands.  In  other  words,  Chinese  companies  are  not  only
market-price sensitive but also politically sensitive in managing their
workforce,  especially  when politicians work with labour to  negotiate
with Chinese firms.

8 The fourth chapter is about managerial ethos. Lee identifies two distinct

work attitudes – the “individual careerism” (p. 102-4) of expatriates in
global private firms, and the “eating bitterness” (p. 95-101) of Chinese
state  managers.  The  work  culture  of  Chinese  state  firms  is  more
collectively committed and controlled than global ones. Whereas some
continue  to  suspect  that  Chinese  staff  are  convicted  labour,  other
Zambians show respect for the hard effort and discipline of  Chinese
managers working side by side with local workers.

9 After comparing the three moments of  the two types of  capital,  Lee

discusses  the  counter-movement  of  the  Zambian  state  and  labour’s
resistance to foreign capital in Chapter Five. Even though many actions
have been taken, internal divisions and divergence of interests among
Zambians, especially workers, have deeply undermined the collective
bargaining effort. In her last chapter, Lee concludes by expanding the
horizon to case studies in other African and Latin American countries,
justifying the intellectual value of the notion of “varieties of capital.”

10 One key  message that  Lee  tries  to  convey  is  that  Chinese  overseas

capital is less powerful than in public imagination, and is sometimes
more  willing  to  compromise  with  local  demands  than  other  global
capital.  She  suggests  that  developing  countries  should  coordinate
better  internally  to  manage  incoming  Chinese  investments  to  better
serve their development interests.

11 Lee has made a major contribution in the fields of China in Africa and of

Chinese  overseas  investment,  in  which  theoretical  frameworks  and
comparative  studies  are  still  insufficient.  However,  as  she  also
highlights, Chinese state capital varies according to circumstances and
thus  may  differ  elsewhere  from that  in  the  Zambian  copper  mining
sector. More research must be done on other varieties of capital, such
as  Chinese  private  capital,  Western  state  capital,  and  emerging
economies in  strategic  and non-strategic  sectors  in  Africa and other
continents.
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YU, Kiki Tianqi. 2019. ‘My’ Self on
Camera: First Person Documentary
Practice in an Individualizing China.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press.
Luke Robinson

1 Who am I? This simple question was the catalyst for Kiki Tianqi Yu’s

first book. Compelled to reflect on her own subjectivity while working
as a researcher for a BBC-commissioned documentary about China’s
modernisation,  Yu  responded  by  turning  to  the  problem  of  how
contemporary Chinese filmmakers have documented their own “I” on
camera. Self-inscription, or including oneself at the centre of one’s film,
has been common amongst Western filmmakers and artists since the
1960s. Yu notes in her introduction that despite a long history of such
literary expression in China, moving image work in this vein only began
to gather pace with the popularisation of analogue and digital video in
the late 1990s.

2 Consequently, while an established body of literature exploring audio-

visual  self-inscription  already  exists,  its  focus  –  Japan  excepted  –  is
largely  Western.  ‘My’  Self  on  Camera:  First  Person  Documentary

Practice in an Individualizing China is one of a number of recent works
that seeks to broaden that focus. It does so by bringing existing theory
into dialogue with contemporary first-person filmmaking in the People’s
Republic of China to ask: what kind of Chinese “I” emerges from these
practices, and how might it be distinct?

3 Yu argues that two key characteristics of this “I” are its relationality

and multiplicity.  In  contemporary  Chinese  self-inscription,  the  self  is
always relative. Despite the withering of the socialist legacy, individuals
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are still bound by traditional obligations into a number of social roles,
most obviously familial and gendered. Though the state has withdrawn
from much public space and provision, this loss shapes the relationships
within these spaces, and the subjectivities that emerge there, as surely
as its presence did. Yu thus uses “first-person documentary practice” in
preference  to  other  potential  terms  (including  autoethnography,
autobiography, and the Chinese si yingxiang 私影像, or “private image”)
precisely because she believes it captures the ambiguous intersections
between personal, collective, public, and private that characterise both
contemporary China and these films. “First-person” also allows Yu to
extend  this  sense  of  relationality  to  filmmaking  itself.  Chinese  self-
inscription may be a genre or an aesthetic, particularly of the amateur,
but it is also an “action” or performative act. The filmmaker does not
simply document him- or herself  on camera; through the filmmaking
process, he or she “further constructs [their] own self as an individual,
in relation to others, society and the state” (p. 16). These directors also
use  filmmaking  communicatively,  to  bridge  difference  in  its  various
forms.  Yu  here  positions  first-person  documentary  filmmaking  as  a
socially engaged and political activity through which those behind the
camera explore a number of different social identities: daughter, son,
citizen,  peasant,  and  filmmaker,  amongst  others.  She  is  thus  as
interested  in  how  the  practice  of  filmmaking  is  implicated  in  the
construction of these “I’s” – including not just the making but also the
circulation and reception of these films – as in the formal qualities of
the documentaries discussed.

4 Structurally,  the book falls  into two parts of  three and five chapters

respectively. The first half considers the formation of the private self
within the domestic sphere.  Chapters One and Two complement one
another. In both, filmmakers use the camera to challenge family norms,
and to try and reconnect with relatives. They simultaneously perform
the role of insider and outsider; as such, the circulation of these films
was controversial, generating debate about whether domestic problems
should be made public through filmmaking and film screening. Yet this
controversy  was  heavily  gendered,  with  the  female  filmmakers
considered in Chapter One – Yang Lina 楊荔納, Wang Fen 王分, and Tang
Danhong 唐丹鴻  –  facing more opprobrium than Hu Xinyu 胡新宇,  the
male director who is the focus of the second chapter. The patriarchal
structure  of  the  family  is  thus  replicated  in  the  field  of  Chinese
documentary  filmmaking  more  broadly.  In  contrast,  Chapter  Three
explores the nostalgia of two younger filmmakers – Shu Haolun 舒浩論
and Yang Pingdao 楊平道 – for the traditional family home, and how the
invocation  of  the  latter  is  central  to  both  directors’  construction  of
selfhood  on  screen.  Here,  the  personal  speaks  to  broader  issues  of
development and modernisation, particularly the impact of urbanisation
on family networks and traditional domestic spaces. Chapters Four to
Eight  address  the  formation  of  the  public  self.  Again,  the  first  two
chapters form a pair, with chapters Four and Five both focusing on the
films of Xue Jianqiang 薛鍳羗and Wu Haohao 吳昊昊.  Here, Yu argues
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that  the  combative  and  aggressive  nature  of  both  filmmakers’  work
reflects the absence of community in urban space. Xue and Wu’s films
can be understood as attempts to bridge that communicative gap, while
also illustrating the traditional social and ethical forces that continue to
shape  this  emerging  sense  of  public  self.  Chapter  Six  considers  Ai
Weiwei’s 艾未未 Disturbing the Peace (Lao ma ti hua 老媽蹄花, 2009), the
formation  of  the  activist  self  in  relation  to  the  state,  and  the
construction of the artist’s image in relation to the collective. Chapter
Seven echoes this discussion in its analysis of the tensions inherent in
Wu Wenguang’s 吳文光 Village Video Project (Cunmin yingxiang jihua 村
民影像計劃,  2006-ongoing),  particularly  the  question  of  rural  self-
representation  within  elite  participatory  projects,  and  the  role  of
different documentary aesthetics in the formation of a peasant sense of
self. Finally, the last chapter considers live streaming (zhibo 直播) and
online  self-presentation,  while  suggesting  further  directions  the
investigation of first-person filmmaking in China might take.

5 ‘My’ Self on Camera is perhaps most compelling in its consideration of

Chinese first-person documentary as a form of social action, and less
detailed  in  its  theorisation  of  the  practice’s  formal  qualities.  The
author’s insistence on the politics of such filmmaking is well taken; the
issue of what is lost in the transition away from long-form observational
documentary to a more personal focus is nonetheless one that, for this
reader,  shadows  the  book.  However,  for  those  of  us  who  teach
documentary, Yu’s work will be invaluable in expanding the focus of the
curriculum. It’s a shame, then, that so few of the films she considers
here are commercially available, inside or outside of China – a separate,
and ongoing, infrastructural problem.
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VALJAKKA, Minna, and Meiqin
WANG (eds). 2018. Urbanized
interface: Visual Arts, Representations
and Interventions in Contemporary
China. Amsterdam: Amsterdam
University Press.
Jérémy Cheval

Translation : N. Jayaram

1 Over  the  past  three  decades,  Chinese  cities  have  undergone

transformations on a scale inviting attention from international experts
in architecture and urban planning. In a context of constant overhaul, it
is crucial to grasp the complexity of urban challenges to understand
China’s social  and spatial  transformations.  Studying the city through
artists’ works helps take in the fast-paced phenomena – which this book
does,  analysing  the  way  artistic  creation  captures  urban  change  in
China. Urban spaces are envisaged as inspiration sources, production
material,  intervention  and  mediation  underpinnings,  and  even  as
generators  of  innovation  positionings.  The  book’s  collaborators  say:
“(…) neither cities nor urban spaces are fixed in China.  Instead,  we
understand  them  as  sites  of  continuing  artistic  and  creative
experimentation, where multiple agencies and manifestations emerge
and inspire new ways of negotiating the impacts of urbanization. While
doing  so,  they  inevitably  open  up  novel  discourses  and terrains  of
problematization” (p. 27).

2 This  anthology  deals  with  the  phenomenon  of  “growing

interdependence”  between  “the  arts  and  the  city,”  a  “distinctive
characteristic of contemporary cities in the era of global urbanism” (p.
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19), by studying artistic productions since the 1990s, in some chapters
also going back to the Mao era. Most scholars adopt an ethnography-
inspired methodology and thus question relations of cultural intimacies.
Minna Valjakka and Meiqin Wang have divided the book into two parts
of  five chapters  each:  the first  dealing with representations and the
second  with  urban  interventions.  The  practices  studied  are  mainly
emerging, small-scale ones on a local and even trans-local scale, but not
ignoring  their  relation  to  globalisation  phenomena.  Each  chapter  is
perfectly illustrated, with interviews and linked to the others thanks to
cross-referencing.

3 In  Chapter  1,  “From Sidewalk  Realism to  Spectral  Romance,”  Zhen

Zhang presents the work of director Yang Lina 楊荔鈉, the female face of
independent  cinema,  who  defends  a  direct  street-level  approach  –
somehow mixing fiction and reality. The chapter sheds much light on
her immersive and aesthetic practice, which stems from her technical
choice of using a DV camera. Analysing several of her films (Let’s Dance

Together,  Old Men,  The Loves of Lao An and Longing for the Rain),
Zhen Zhang shows how and why the filmmaker goes beyond frontiers of
the visible, offering a post-utopic vision of a melodramatic realism. In
Chapter 2, Maurizio Marinelli deals with History from below, of forced
evictions and marginalised populations,  studying the works of Zhang
Dali  張大力,  Jin  Feng 金鋒,  and Dai  Guangyu 戴光郁.  He develops the
argument that urban phenomena induce in artists interested in them a
changing  aesthetic  and questioning,  mainly  revealing  Chinese  cities’
violence, social inequality, and utopic dreams. In “The Transient City,”
the  next  chapter,  Jiang  Jiehong  considers  contemporary  Chinese
photography as  intangible  reality  born of  urban transformations.  He
says the medium characterised by transience does not suffer from the
“tyranny  of  the  present”  (Baschet  2018).  He  analyses  how
photographers such as Wang Jinsong 王勁松, Rong Rong 榮榮, Inri 映里,
Zhang Dali 張大力, Zhang Peili 張培力, and Wang Qingsong 王慶松 show
human establishments’ ephemeral nature. He powerfully presents the
stakes  raised  by  the  cycle  of  urban  destructions  and  constructions,
interrogating the complex interrelation of people and their environment
in  the  current  era.  Chapter  4,  “Shadow  of  the  Spectacular,
Photographing Social Control and Inequality in Urban China,” offers a
vision  of  urban  space  through  the  filter  of  censorship  and  political
propaganda  in  the  work  of  photographer  Ni  Weihua  倪衛華.  Meiqin
Wang argues, relying on Ni’s works, that advertising is allied to political
slogans  mixing  passers-by,  signboards,  written  messages,  and  urban
spaces. The author says these photographs convey an imagination of
social and urban fractures, which highlight the coexistence of luxury
and poverty in Chinese urban space. Next, Stefan Landsberger brings a
historical and chronological analysis of commercial, political, and social
slogans that resonate with the previous chapter. He analyses discourses
and actors evoking the context of the 2008 Beijing Olympics, examining
the  grey  area  among diffused political  artistic  and media  messages,
which  induce  an  idea  of  multiple  propaganda.  The  study  helps  in
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understanding propagation desires and mass effects of local and global
policy around an international event.

4 The book’s second part entitled Urban Interventions begins with the

chapter  “Urban Insertion  as  Artistic  Strategy,  The Big  Tail  Elephant
Working Group in 1990s Guangzhou.” Nancy P. Lin offers one of the
first  analyses  in  English  of  the  Big  Tail  Elephant  Group  collective
consisting of Lin Yilin 林一林, Xu Tan 徐坦, Liang Juhui 梁鉅輝, and Chen
Shaoxiong 陳紹雄. Interviews, illustrations, and descriptions of each of
their creative processes illustrate the way in which the city constitutes
both their material and medium of choice. Nancy Lin offers the “urban
insertion” concept (p. 184) to characterise their work as they mimic,
criticise, and embrace the city in its evolution, between fictionalisation
and appropriation of urban space they approach in what they call “small
gaps of opportunity within the city” (ibid.) of Guangzhou. In Chapter 7,
“Cao Fei’s Magical Metropolises,” Chris Berry maintains that the work
of multimedia artist Cao Fei 曹斐 is not merely a representation but also
intervention, transformation, and even appropriation of cities where she
works. The author relies on a quadruple hermeneutic framework that
introduces  Michel  Foucault’s  heterotopia  concept  and  the  notion  of
participative art before offering the idea of “magical metropolises” and
ending with gestural practices present in the videos of Cao Fei (Hip Hip

Guangzhou, RMB City, My Future Is Not a Dream, and Haze and Fog).
The next chapter deals with independent documentary cinema and the
phenomenon of evictions in Beijing artists’ neighbourhoods or villages.
Judith  Pernin  considers  the  acquisition  process  and  spread  of
competences in the face of urban transformations wrought through the
struggles of  a generation of  filmmakers who protested and recorded
relocations, experiencing them from the outside and then from within.
For this, she analyses the documentaries of Hu Jie 胡杰 and Zhao Liang
趙亮  on  the  Yuanmingyuan artists  village,  and then the  more  recent
films of Zheng Kuo 鄭闊, The Cold Winter, and Wang Wo 王我, A Filmless

Festival, on the resistance movements of artists and filmmakers in other
Beijing  districts.  In  “Migrant  Workers  and  Public  Space  in  Beijing,”
Elizabeth  Parke  focuses  on  the  notices  and  telephone  numbers
inscribed  in  urban  spaces  for  advertising  purposes.  She  holds  that
through their omnipresence and forms, they bear witness to demands of
migrants’  rights  to  the  city.  First,  she  presents  how  “degradation”
induced through these illegal practices confronts the authorities’ public
space  management.  Then  she  considers  the  definitions  and
qualifications of such texts, which constitute forms of urban calligraphy.
Finally,  she  relates  these  inscriptions  with  the  social  and  political
situation of Beijing’s public spaces. In the last chapter, “Translocal Site-
Responsiveness of Urban Creativity in Mainland China,” Minna Valjakka
opens the debate on the trans-local issues of urban creations in China
brought  by  foreign  artists  (Marcella  Campa,  Stefano  Avesani,  Kaid
Ashton, and Julien Malland). The author offers a new reading of trans-
locality by relying on international exchanges in urban spaces between
Beijing  and  Shanghai.  She  analyses  these  processes,  deeming  them
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natural, organic, and inherent to urban transformations and presents
the  deconstruction  of  local  engagement  through  the  sharing  of
experiences and transcultural interaction. The author deftly shows the
integration of residents’  opinions and their attachment to the city in
each of the chosen projects.

5 By strongly and sensitively showing the fundamental contribution of the

study of visual arts in approaching urban issues and their impacts in
China, this work usefully contributes to multi-disciplinary studies that
take the city and visual arts as points of departure for analysis.
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JAGOU, Fabienne (ed.). 2018. The
Hybridity of Buddhism: Contemporary
Encounters between Tibetan and
Chinese Traditions in Taiwan and the
Mainland. Paris: École française
d’Extrême-Orient.
Zhe Ji

Translation : N. Jayaram

1 Taiwan is a heaven of religions, for both practitioners and scholars. The

island, separated from the mainland since the late nineteenth century,
has been able to repel the influence of the Chinese-speaking world’s
radical  secularist  movements throughout the twentieth century,  from
the  May  4th  movement  to  the  Cultural  Revolution.  After  1949,  the
arrival of a large number of major religious representatives of different
traditions  from the  mainland boosted the  island’s  religious  diversity.
During the years 1980-1990, with democratisation, economic growth,
and  the  emergence  of  large  independent  organisations  and  new
movements, Taiwan attained a new stage of religious differentiation and
pluralism.  In  the  early  twenty-first  century,  Taiwan  –  where  the
mainsprings of many networks of transnational religions are active –
has become the spearhead for Chinese religions’ globalisation.

2 As for Buddhism, while much has been written about organisations in

the Humanistic Buddhism line such as Foguang shan 佛光山 and Tzu Chi
慈濟,  Tibetan  Buddhism  in  Taiwan  has  been  insufficiently  studied,
especially in Western languages, despite its importance. This collection
edited by Fabienne Jagou,  associate professor at  the École française
d’Extrême-Orient (French School of the Far East), has filled the void by
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analysing the tradition’s spiritual, cultural, ethnic, and political issues,
and politics in religious remaking in Taiwan, and more generally in the
contemporary Chinese-speaking world. Resulting from the international
project  Practices  of  Tibetan  Buddhism  in  Taiwan (2012-2015),  this
volume gathers  contributions  from six  European  and  two Taiwanese
scholars.

3 In  her  introduction,  after  a  brief  review  of  existing  scholarship,

Fabienne Jagou retraces the political and historical processes leading to
Tibetan  Buddhism’s  growth  through  several  key  dates  such  as  the
arrival  of  the first exiles during the years 1949-1950 and of  Tibetan
masters in 1980, the lifting of Martial Law in 1987, and the introduction
of freedom of association in 1989. These political transformations were
punctuated by the Dalai Lama’s visits in 1997, 2001, and 2009, leaving
a  not  insignificant  impact  on  Tibetan  Buddhism’s  reconfiguration  in
Taiwan. Jagou then offers an analysis of “hybridity,” a central concept
common to the studies presented. This hybridity shows up at several
levels. It of course includes interactions between Tibetan and Chinese
Buddhism,  not  ignoring  elements  of  other  origins,  and  also
encompasses  linguistic,  aesthetic,  liturgical,  and  identity  mixtures.
Taiwan’s special position at the frontiers of the Chinese-speaking world
favours this hybridity, facilitating a transformation and acculturation of
Tibetan Buddhism.

4 The next eight chapters may be divided into three parts. The first three

chapters present the general situation of Tibetan Buddhism in Taiwan,
with a sociological as well as spatial and historic perspective. Cécile
Campergue offers a highly informative panorama on schools, centres,
practitioners, and activities based mainly on official data and on a study
through questionnaires conducted during her sojourn. She reveals that
during  the  previous  decade,  600,000  people  embraced  Tibetan
Buddhism (2006), that 238 practice centres operate in Taiwan (2005),
and that each year 200 visas are issued to Tibetan monks. She also
offers  comparisons  between  Tibetan  Buddhism  in  Taiwan  and  its
Western counterpart.  Sarah E. Fraser,  in her chapter,  notes that the
Dalai Lama’s 1997 visit marked a transformation in the architectural
style  of  Tibetan  Buddhist  centres.  While  those  established  between
1949 and 1997 were rather discreet and situated in residential areas,
new monasteries founded after 1997 adopted a more Himalayan style,
featuring imported and ornate objects. The exhibition of these religious
treasures  in  a  public  space  reflects  an  attempt at  legitimation  and
diffusion of Buddhism through the adoption of authentic religiosity. By
retracing  the  lives  of  Changkya  Qutu  tu  Lozang  Penpé  Drönmé
(1891-1957) and Gongga Laoren (1903-1997), Tibetan Buddhism’s two
key  figures,  Jagou  sheds  light  on  the  history  of  Tibetan  Buddhism’s
implantation  in  Taiwan  and  on  the  practices  that  unite  Tibetan  and
Chinese  traditions.  Information  such  as  the  conduct  of  funerals  and
veneration of relics helps understand how the links between the past
and present of Tibetan Buddhism in Taiwan have been built.
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5 The next  three  chapters  each  deal  with  a  specific  Tibetan  Buddhist

school. Cody R. Bahir’s chapter focuses on the “Zhenyan school revival”
phenomenon, relating to an esoteric Buddhist form that had its golden
age during the Tang dynasty and was introduced in Japan as Shingon.
The  case  is  typical  of  the  religious  reinvention  and  hybridity  it
engenders:  the  legitimacy  of  current  Zhenyan  school  leaders  stems
from both their  lineage in Japanese Shingon and their  inscription in
Tibetan Buddhism’s transmission. Ester Bianchi offers a study of the
diffusion of teachings from the dzokchen at Larung Gar among Chinese
people in the mainland and Taiwan, with the help of the noted Larung
Gar Five Sciences Buddhist Academy at Sertar (Sichuan). According to
her, this current’s extraordinary influence among Han Chinese is due to
the cumulation of several individual and contextual factors: relatively
tolerant local  political  conditions,  the organisation’s accessibility and
flexibility, Tibetan masters’ inclusive attitude towards Chinese Buddhist
traditions, and their ability to teach in Chinese and use modern media.
Magdalena Maria Turek’s contribution is not directly related to Taiwan,
but  focuses  on  the  post-Mao  revival  of  the  Barom Kagyü  school  in
Kham.  The  author  analyses  the  Tibetan  masters’  strategies  for
reconstructing  their  school’s  continuity,  specially  noting  the
engagement  of  Han  Chinese  in  the  movement  and  the  impact  of
transnational Buddhist networks.

6 The book’s last two chapters are devoted to the master as individual. As

Jagou notes in her introduction, Tibetan Buddhism’s hybridity in Taiwan
would  have  been  inconceivable  without  the  efforts  of  charismatic
masters and the incarnated imagination they represent.  Huang Ying-
chieh’s  case  study  concerns  the  transmission  of  Buddhist  teaching
through  the  oracular  activities  of  a  Chinese  master  before  he  was
official recognised as master of the Karma Kagyü school in 1992. Hsiao
Chin-sung presents a biographical study of his master Ouyang Wuwei
(1913-1991),  who  studied  Buddhism in  Tibet  from 1934  to1951  and
later founded Tibetan studies in Taiwan.

7 These histories enhance understanding of Tibetan Buddhism’s vitality,

diversity, and creativity in the Chinese-speaking world. Certainly, there
remains a vast terrain to explore, for instance groups that do not claim
to adhere to Tibetan Buddhism but integrate Tibetan texts and rituals in
their  practice.  Despite  the  chapters’  variety  in  terms  of  style  and
application of  the “hybridity”  concept,  the book makes an important
contribution  to  both  Taiwanese  studies  and  studies  of  Tibetan
Buddhism,  relying  on  rich  ethnographic  material  and  multi-level
approaches.  With  “hybridity,”  this  work  reminds  us  that  a  religion’s
trans-ethnic  expansion  entails  adaptations  and  innovations,  and  that
any attachment to a pure, immutable, and exclusive identity is but an
illusion.
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