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Abstract 
 
In light of the People’s Republic of China’s reemergence on the African continent since 

2000, my dissertation, The Intimacies of Racial Capitalism: Chinese Migration and 

Capital in South Africa, explores the social, cultural, political, and economic dimensions 

of contemporary Chinese migration and capital in South Africa from an interdisciplinary 

approach grounded in feminist and critical race studies. Based on the analysis of media and 

cultural texts, in-depth interviews, and extensive participant-observation fieldwork 

primarily sited at a “China Mall,” a wholesale shopping center for Chinese goods, and 

Chinatown in Johannesburg, my dissertation theorizes the “south-south” dynamics of the 

“Rise of China.” It argues that Chinese capital in South Africa is an emergent form of 21st 

century racial capitalism and empire that functions through neoliberal modes of flexibility, 

mobility, and risk-taking and the production of racial difference. My dissertation tells a 

novel story about aspiring Chinese entrepreneurs who chase economic ambitions 

unattainable to them in neoliberalizing China in the emerging markets for low-cost Chinese 

goods in South Africa and across Africa and Latin America, while reproducing the 

enduring social inequalities and power relations foundational to South Africa’s history of 

racial capitalism and colonialism. The dissertation chronicles not only transnational 

Chinese livelihoods in South Africa, but also the fraught intimate and non-intimate 

encounters between Chinese and Africans, and the experiences of precarious Southern 

Africans migrant workers at the mall. It emphasizes the multiplicity of economic forms, 

affective economies, socialities, and historical contingencies. A feminist ethnography of 

racial capitalism, it tracks practices of capital accumulation, transnational capital flows, 

and labor relations alongside the production of racial, gender, and sexual difference 
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necessary for the maximization of profit. The Intimacies of Racial Capitalism theorizes 

contemporary processes of racialization and neoliberal global capitalism across seldom 

examined yet increasingly important south-south geographies, while engaging racial 

capitalism scholarship with often elided analysis of gender and sexuality. 
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Preface 

China, Africa, and American Studies 

 

I began graduate school with an interest in Afro-Asia, a transnational ethnic studies project 

tracing the historical and contemporary cultural and political connections between African 

and Asian diasporas. I was especially interested in engaging transnational and women of 

color feminisms with histories of Third World internationalism. During my first research 

trip to South Africa, I witnessed an unfamiliar constellation of Afro-Asian dynamics at the 

Johannesburg China Mall, a vibrant site of cultural hybridity and cross-racial encounter. In 

the beginning, I looked for what I recognized as Afro-Asia at the China Mall, reading the 

mall as a space of contemporary Afro-Asian solidarity. I wanted to understand how China-

South African relations, cast through the Bandung Era language of friendship and south-

south cooperation, manifested on the ground among ordinary actors. Yet, the power 

dynamics I witnessed exposed my romance with solidarity what it was. Accordingly, the 

critical vocabulary of this project has moved away from hybridity and solidarity and toward 

empire and racial capitalism. This dissertation is the product of the unusual coupling of 

China-Africa Studies and American Studies. China-Africa, often framed through area 

studies, through Afro-Asia engages the transregional formation with the capacious 

epistemologies of critical ethnic studies. In so doing, I also extend scholarship on Afro-

Asian engagements with China and Africa into the post-Bandung present. In bringing these 

two seemingly incongruent fields together, I hope to illustrate the generative possibilities 

of engaging American Studies with China-Africa and vice versa.  
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In 2018, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, in Ethiopia on a diplomatic tour of 

African countries warned, “We are not in any way attempting to keep Chinese dollars from 

Africa…It is important that African countries carefully consider the terms of those 

agreements and not forfeit their sovereignty.” These statements are especially vexing in 

light that China is the continent’s leading trading partner, the U.S. is the continent’s largest 

aid donor, and China is the main owner of U.S. debt.1 Considering Xi Jinping’s astounding 

global stature, Trump’s global unpopularity, and China’s One Belt One Road initiative – a 

history making infrastructure project larger than the Marshall Plan – Tillerson’s remarks 

more plainly state what is at stake in this project – U.S. empire and the recentering of the 

world in Beijing. China’s relationship with Africa has been a peripheral concern of U.S. 

foreign policy. Earlier in 2011, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton visited Lusaka, Zambia. 

Citing Chinese investments and the extraction of natural resources, Clinton pronounced, 

“We don’t want to see a new colonialism in Africa.”2 China, framed as a new neocolonial 

power in Africa, becomes a source of U.S. imperial anxiety and a decoy for its own imperial 

projects throughout the world.  

Over the past ten years, the mainstream media has picked up the “China-in-Africa” 

story and revitalized Cold War era “China watching,” this time shifting concerns from 

communism to neocolonialism. Emblematic of an intensification of Western interest in the 

topic, Howard French’s 2014 China’s Second Continent: How a Million Migrants Are 

                                                
1 Aaron Maasho, “Africa should avoid forfeiting sovereignty to China over loans: Tillerson,” Reuters, March 
8, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-africa/africa-should-avoid-forfeiting-sovereignty-to-china-
over-loans-tillerson-idUSKCN1GK114 (accessed March 11, 2018). 
2 “Clinton warns against ‘new colonialism’ in Africa,” Reuters, June 11, 2011, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-clinton-africa/clinton-warns-against-new-colonialism-in-africaidUSTRE 
75A0RI20110611 (accessed March 11, 2018). 
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Building a New Empire in Africa enjoyed widespread acclaim with reviews titled “The 

Settlers,” “The Suitors,” and “The Chinese Invade Africa” in The New York Times, The 

New York Review of Books, and the London Review of Books, in addition to The Atlantic, 

The Wall Street Journal, and The Economist.3 This discourse has only accelerated. In May 

2017 alone, the New York Times ran the op-ed “China Wants Fish, So Africa Goes Hungry” 

and a magazine feature “Is China the World’s New Neocolonial Power?”.4 Meanwhile, as 

Trump eschews multilateralism for nationalism, shows disregard for African nation-states, 

and engages China in a trade war, fomenting liberal imperial anxiety over China, and by 

extension China-Africa, has grown more alarmist.  

In recent years, a parallel conversation has been happening in American Studies 

around the “Post-American Century” and China. If the 20th century was the American 

Century and the 21st century is the Post-American Century, what, then, does the Pacific 

Century mean for American Studies? In light of the “Rise of China” and the “Twilight of 

U.S. Empire,” in 2017 American Quarterly published the special issue “The Chinese 

Factor: Reorienting Global Imaginaries in American Studies.” Guest editors Chih-ming 

Wang and Yu-Fang Cho contend that American Studies in the “here and now” must 

reconsider its historically vexed relationship with China, including the hidden linkages 

                                                
3 Ian Johnson, “The Chinese Invade Africa,” The New York Review of Books, September 25, 2014, 
http://www.nybooks.com.ezp2.lib.umn.edu/articles/2014/09/25/chinese-invade-africa/ (accessed June 28, 
2017); Alexis Okeowo, “The Settlers: ‘China’s Second Continent,’ by Howard W. French,” The New York 
Times, July 10, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/13/books/review/chinas-second-continent-
byhoward-w-french.html?mcubz=0&_r=0 (accessed June 28, 2017); Stephen W. Smith, “The Suitors,” 
London Review of Books, March 19, 2015, https://www.lrb.co.uk/v37/n06/stephen-w-smith/the-suitors 
(accessed April 27, 2018);  
4 Editorial Board, “China Wants Fish, So Africa Goes Hungry,” The New York Times, May 3, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/03/opinion/china-wants-fish-so-africa-goes-hungry.html (accessed 
October 14, 2017); Brook Larmer, “Is China Africa’s New Colonial Power?” New York Times Magazine, 
May 2, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/02/magazine/is-china-the-worlds-new-colonial-power.html 
(accessed October 14, 2017). 
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between American and Chinese empires “at the neoliberal moment when China and the 

United States have become both conspirators and rivals.”5 They suggest relational 

comparativist analyses in the form of “two methodological experiments for American 

studies: first, to conceptualize China in relation to the United States by attending to how 

they are entangled—as competitors and collaborators—in the shifting global order; and 

second, to reckon with the plurality of what is signified by China.”6 As a scholar of 

American Studies, what has drawn me to this project is interrogating neoliberal-imperial 

collusions and rivalries at the nexus of the U.S., China, and Africa, and pushing the 

boundaries of what is legible as American Studies scholarship.  

However, throughout the special issue, China’s “scramble for Africa” appears 

frequently, and in ways not unlike liberal media discourses. As I found in my fieldwork, 

Chinese and African actors on the ground do and do not understand China’s presence as a 

scramble. For example, Mr. Yu, an elite businessman and China City’s developer, stated 

in an interview in 2014: 

China is not like some European country, even America, even 
American people; the government is saying Chinese people are 
going to African countries just take over resources, you 
know…actually they are not. The Chinese government does quite a 
lot of things for all African countries to improve their economy or 
their people’s living standards. 
 

Likewise, when I interviewed prominent South African political economist, socialist, and 

long-time supporter of the PRC Moeletsi Mbeki in 2014, he clarified: 

You get people say that ‘oh China this is neocolonialism or 
colonialism.’ Colonialism was at gunpoint. China is buying in the 
open market; it’s not at gunpoint. So when it buys oil in Africa or 

                                                
5 Chih-ming Wang and Yu-Fang Cho, “Introduction: The Chinese Factor and American Studies, Here and 
Now,” American Quarterly 69, no. 3 (2017):  448. 
6 Ibid., 449. 
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platinum or whatever, it pays world prices, and China does not 
determine world prices…The price of gold ironically is decided in 
England and not in China. 
 

In both of their narratives, China’s reliance on African raw materials, which evokes the 

colonial resource curse, is reframed through neoliberal free markets and economic 

development, while China is defensively compared to European and U.S. empires. Mbeki 

references the history of racial capitalism and the centering of global commodity markets 

in Britain. As U.S. and European empires triangulate the China-Africa story, both 

perspectives gesture to a Chinese exceptionalism. Similar to American exceptionalism that 

holds that the U.S. is not an empire like Britain, China is not a “real” empire like the U.S. 

or Europe. Of interest to scholars of empire within and beyond American Studies, China-

Africa geographies produce insights about the neoliberal character of 21st century empires 

that operate through markets, extraction, and expropriation.  

In contrast to Chinese and African elites, the scramble is indeed a scramble from 

the vantage point of my African interlocutors who worked for Chinese migrant 

entrepreneurs at China City, which I document in numerous examples in the dissertation. 

And yet, still others see an opportunity. For instance, in 2013, I met Dominic, a 

Zimbabwean migrant in his early twenties working at a Chinese-owned electronics shop in 

Cape Town. Through pointing at images in catalogs and communication with his boss who 

spoke little English, he acquired much Mandarin. He immediately “fell in love with the 

language,” saved his earnings to attend night classes at a nearby language school, and even 

prominently tattooed his Chinese name on his neck. Regarding Chinese newcomers, he 

reflected, “They come with nothing here, now they are conquering the world. I want to 

know how they are doing it…within months they are…driving big cars, wearing big 
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clothes. I want to know how.” He watched with admiration how the once “penniless” 

Chinese made it “big.” Despite his low wages and poor working conditions as a contingent 

laborer, Dominic planned to stay long-term in order to learn from Chinese entrepreneurs. 

As he told me, “The Chinese rule the world…I want to know a lot about them. I want to 

know how they make it. Why they are so strange.” In working for Chinese migrant 

entrepreneurs, he saw an opportunity for his own mobility with a Chinese global future on 

the horizon. 

In working on this project from American Studies, my project urges the field to 

revisit the imperial turn and what constitutes transnational American Studies, as 

transnational as it already is. This requires expanding the geographic boundaries of the 

field beyond the United States and its direct imperial orbit, expanding from Asia and the 

Americas to Africa. Is it possible to do transnational American Studies not only outside of 

the United States, but when U.S. empire is not even a primary object of inquiry? I suggest 

that to do so is to ethnographically chart how ordinary actors around the world view the 

twilight of U.S. empire, if it even is a twilight, but rather a set of complex imperial 

entanglements and rivalries. 

While China-Africa relations has much to illuminate in American Studies, its 

interdisciplinary and intersectional approach to empire, capitalism, race, gender, and 

sexuality also has much to offer the multi-disciplinary field of China-Africa Studies. 

Within China-Africa Studies, there is a conceptual problem of how to frame contemporary 

forms of uneven power relations related to racism, neoliberalism, and capitalism in part 

because of their “south-south” character. The 1990s “imperial turn” in American Studies 

grappled with the absence of empire in the study of “American” culture by tracking 
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histories of empire and resistance, and unsettling narratives of U.S. exceptionalism that 

render imperial forms “aberrant” and invisible. As “every empire imagines itself an 

exception,” China-Africa scholars might interrogate exceptional logics.7 For instance, the 

idea of China’s incommensurability with the “West,” its history of semi-colonization, and 

the linking of empire and whiteness makes it difficult to imagine how China might also be 

an empire. Alternately, “Afro-Asian friendship” and “south-south cooperation,” with roots 

in anti-imperial Third World internationalism, impede the naming of emerging imperial 

formations. It might be time for the “imperial turn” within China-Africa Studies as empire 

already manifests as a specter in charged debates over neocolonialism. A specter is a trace 

that invisibly haunts, and as Ann Stoler notes, “To be haunted is to know that such forces 

are no less effective because of disagreement about their appropriate names.”8 I am 

interested in understanding the gendered, sexualized, and racialized subjects and everyday 

relations of power that cursorily appear as neocolonialism but signal something new. 

Throughout the dissertation, I deploy empire as an analytic generative for a critique of 

power. And yet, empire alone cannot do all of the work. I also turn to racial capitalism, the 

intersecting forces of racialization and capitalism that have historically gone hand-in-hand 

with empire.  

 

 

                                                
7 Ann Laura Stoler, “Intimidations of Empire: Predicaments of the Tactile and Unseen,” in Haunted by 
Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2006), 12. 
8 Ibid., 1. 
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Introduction 

 

Since 2000, China Malls, popular wholesale shopping centers for low-cost imported goods 

from China, have cropped up in the post-industrial area Crown Mines where gold was first 

discovered in Johannesburg. Many are located along Main Reef Road, the main artery for 

the city that follows the once gold-bearing reefs that produced Johannesburg as Egoli, the 

City of Gold, and the premier African metropolis it is today. Over a century ago, African 

migrant and Chinese indentured laborers worked alongside each other on the mines. Now 

Chinese migrant entrepreneurs seek fortune by selling plastic goods and employing African 

migrants. Where once was gold is now gilt and goods in one China Mall after the other – 

China Mall, China Mart, China City, China Shopping Centre, China Plaza, China Gold 

Crown Mall, China Cash ‘n Carry, and Dragon City. Throughout Crown Mines, signage 

featuring Chinese characters and gold accents, international flags, banners advertising 

“factory direct goods” and “a taste of China,” and shipping containers conjure China’s 

arrival in South Africa. 

China’s economic presence in South Africa has visibly manifested in an influx of 

plastic stuff. In July 2013 alone, 785 million units of retail goods – individual pairs of 

shoes, wigs, garments, and the like – were imported from China for the country of 56 

million people.1 Chinese goods are indisputably part of the South African cultural milieu, 

entering popular lexicon once the Hunger Boyz’s 1999 kwaito hit “Fong Kong” coined a 

name for the notoriously short-lived goods. The future of Johannesburg is China, as 

                                                   
1 Brigette Read, “China Mall overhaul,” Wits Journalism China-Africa Reporting Project, March 4, 2014, 
http://china-africa-reporting.co.za/2014/03/chinese-mall-overhaul/ (accessed June 24, 2016). 
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Bongani Madondo’s 2016 short story “Jozi 2020: Made in China” indicates.2 With over a 

dozen active China Malls in the dynamic metropolis of Johannesburg, the malls make the 

mass-produced stuff of everyday life attainable for economically marginal yet aspirational 

consumers. The stuff available includes: LED lights, wedding dresses, stuffed animals, 

plastic flowers, herbal medicine, blankets, televisions, cell phone covers, and surveillance 

cameras. With its drab industrial interior and stuff spilling out of cardboard boxes, the 

China Mall is not an arcade in the Benjaminian sense, nor is it a suburban mall or an urban 

market. In place of gleaming glass displays, it is the plastic that shines and incites wonder. 

The pleasure of the China Mall lies in the visual power of abundance and attainability of a 

middle-class good life. However, the proliferation of Chinese goods has coincided with the 

shuttering of factories, weakening of unions, and rising unemployment in South Africa, 

making the goods a symbolic flashpoint for South Africa’s deindustrialization and 

globalization. While large-scale Chinese investments are out of ordinary sight for most 

South Africans, China Malls and imported goods are the most tangible and visible everyday 

forms of China’s presence in South Africa.  

The cropping up of malls and goods has happened in tandem with Chinese 

migration and China-South Africa relations. Under Nelson Mandela, in 1998 South Africa 

shifted diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to Mainland China. Since then, under 

Presidents Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma, links between South Africa’s and China’s 

militaries, political parties, and provincial governments have proliferated, in addition to 

                                                   
2 Bongani Madondo, Sigh, the Beloved Country: Braai Talk, Rock ’n’ Roll & Other Stories. Johannesburg: 
Picador Africa, 2016; Hunger Boyz, “Fong Kong,” 1999, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vxv42dwXN 
pQ (accessed April 6, 2018). 
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multilateral relationships under the G-20, United Nations Security Council, Forum on 

China-Africa Cooperation, and BRICS, the multi-lateral economic partnership of Brazil, 

Russia, India, China, and South Africa. One decade after establishing diplomatic ties, 

China has become both South Africa’s primary import and export partner.3 After 

diplomatic normalization with Mainland China in 1998, 2000 marked the largest influx of 

Chinese migrants, many with aspirations to become traders.4 The China Mall was born 

from this wave of migrant traders and a strong exchange rate between the rand and yuan. 

From 2006 on, a wholesale-retail cluster began in Crown Mines, followed by a “great leap 

in mall construction” with eighteen China Malls in Johannesburg by 2012, of which half 

of them were built during in 2010 and 2011 and the vast majority in or near Crown Mines.5 

China Malls are part of the emerging transnational landscape of Johannesburg. A 

“city on the move,” it is home to the major mining houses, Africa’s largest stock exchange, 

an inland port, transportation hubs, and the fifth largest logistics hub in the world. The most 

diasporic city in Southern Africa, Johannesburg is a city of informal trade of internal and 

cross-border migrants.6 A site of transnational connection, China Malls act as a regional 

                                                   
3 China designated 2014 as the Year of South Africa in China, while South Africa designated 2015 as the 
Year of China in South Africa; Johannesburg hosted the 2015 FOCAC summit. Bilateral trade and investment 
has soared; at a BRICS meeting in 2017, Presidents Zuma and Xi signed trade deals valued at $7.38 billion. 
H.E.Ms Dolana Msimang, “China-South Africa ties at historic peak,” Global Times, December 21, 2017, 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1081482.shtml (accessed March 13, 2018). 
4 Huynh, Park, and Chen, 289-290. 
5 In the 1990s, Mainland Chinese traders began to arrive and sold goods in the Central Business District, 
informally setting up blankets on the sidewalk in the style of flea markets and vulnerable to crime because 
of the cash they carried. As the origin story went, in 1995 a savvy entrepreneur from Guangdong converted 
an old Spar supermarket building into the first China Mall, creating a securitized space to trade. For a history 
of the development of China Malls in Johannesburg, see Philip Harrison, Khangelani Moyo, Yan Yang, 
“Strategy and Tactics: Chinese Immigrants and Diasporic Spaces in Johannesburg, South Africa,” Journal 
of Southern African Studies 38, no. 4 (2012): 919-920; interview with Philip Harrison and Yan Yang, 
Johannesburg, July 13, 2013.  
6 Sally Peberdy, “City on the Move,” Movement Johannesburg, eds. Zahira Asmal and Guy Trangos (Cape 
Town: The City, 2015), 41, 50-51.  
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distribution center; the bulk goods circulate through informal markets, ending up in 

townships, taxi ranks, and street corners across South Africa, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, and 

Angola. The mall is a site of transnational flows and cosmopolitan encounters: African, 

Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani migrants converse in multiple languages, goods from China 

enter in shipping containers and leave in bakkies for nearby and faraway markets; stacks 

of cash move in and out of the mall through a variety of formal and informal channels. The 

China Mall has emerged as a transnational place where multiple flows converge, while 

these flows are also made possible by and further engender global inequality. 

 

 
Map 1. Johannesburg. Map courtesy of Kate Carlson, University of Minnesota U-Spatial. Source: Esri. 
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To theorize and critique emerging forms of “south-south” global inequality, the 

broader argument I make is that Chinese capital in South Africa is an emergent form of 

21st century racial capitalism that functions through neoliberal modes of flexibility, 

mobility, and risk-taking and the production of racial difference. Chinese traders 

accumulate capital through the exploitation of an undocumented African migrant labor 

force and a multiplicity of flexible, licit, and illicit economic practices. In my usage of 

emergence, I am interested in formations that are difficult to name or what Ann Stoler calls 

“blurred genres,” which are “not empires in distress but imperial polities in active 

realignment and reformation.”7 On the temporality of emergence, Lisa Lowe writes that 

“the emergent may only be recognized with hindsight, in retrospect, since its potential 

power to contest, shift, or transform the dominant is not yet disclosed within its time of 

emergence.” At the same time, “residual processes are ongoing, residual elements may be 

articulated by and within new social practices, in effect, as a ‘new’ emergent formation.”8 

In the midst of a shifting global order, Western media fascination with the China-

Africa story is in part driven by an anxious curiosity about novel configurations of global 

capitalism and race that are unsettling and subsequently called neocolonialism. A critical 

intervention of my dissertation is reframing China-Africa from neocolonialism to racial 

capitalism, treating global capitalism as racial capitalism in order to foreground the often 

analytically absent yet salient aspect of race. Laura Pulido remarks, “just because a 

situation is not popularly recognized as a racial one does not mean that it is not.”9 To 

                                                   
7 Ann Laura Stoler, “Intimidations of Empire: Predicaments of the Tactile and Unseen,” in Haunted by 
Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2006), 9. 
8 Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2015), 19. 
9 Laura Pulido, “Flint, environmental racism, and racial capitalism,” Capitalism Nature Socialism 27, no. 3 
(2016): 13. 
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clarify, by racial capitalism, I do not mean grand narratives of “Asian capitalism” or 

“neoliberalism with Chinese characteristics” based in essentialist explanations of 

capitalism, but rather how race crucially intersects with everyday capitalist practices. As 

Laura Pulido puts it, “It is a story of racial capitalism because a nonracial materialist 

analysis does not fully explain this tragedy, nor could racism alone.”10 In this way, the story 

of Chinese capital accumulation in South Africa cannot be understood as a story of 

globalization without the racialization of labor.  

The Intimacies of Racial Capitalism is an ethnography of Chinese racial capitalism 

in South Africa that theorizes the color line of Chinese accumulation through the 

exploitation of African migrant labor and the ways hyper-exploitive labor relations are 

complicated by interdependencies and intimacies. In addition to African and Chinese 

consumers, three figures make up the color line: the Chinese trader, the Chinese worker, 

and the African worker. At the top of the mall hierarchy, Chinese traders rely on the low-

wage labor of undocumented African migrants at the bottom in order to turn a profit on 

low-cost goods in a hypercompetitive market environment. In a xenophobic climate 

targeting black African migrants, Zimbabwean and Malawian migrants without papers 

readily find employment with Chinese traders. Between the top and bottom are the salaried 

Chinese workers, often young women, who are necessary to reproducing racialized 

relations of capital and labor. The uneven interdependencies that bind these three figures 

together engendered ambivalent affinities, resentments, and intimacies. Scaling China-

African relations down to the interactions between racial bodies in everyday life, I explore 

the sexual intimacies and the regulation of racialized sexuality, especially of African men 

                                                   
10 Ibid., 6-7. 
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with Chinese women, and public intimacies of exchanging money between hands, sharing 

toilets, and rubbing up in narrow aisles and cramped warehouses. I also explore the lack of 

intimacies, or non-intimacies, that reinforce racial relations through a logic of separation 

between Chinese and African bodies.  

While the dissertation is primarily concerned with racial capitalism, it is also about 

empire. I view Chinese racial capitalism in Africa as not state driven neocolonialism, but 

a form of “ungrounded empire” that is aligned with but not reducible to racial capitalism. 

In the context of Chinese transnationalism and late capitalism in the Asia Pacific, Aihwa 

Ong and Donald Nonini formulated “ungrounded empire,” or “the new deterritorialized 

and protean structures of domination that span the Asia Pacific and within which diaspora 

Chinese act—empires that constantly change shape, being constituted by Chinese 

transnational practices.”11 Throughout the dissertation, I also deploy empire as a capacious 

analytic for power. While empire and power are not analogous, feminist scholarship on 

empire is particularly helpful for analyses of power. Empire brings racial difference and 

power to the fore more where other organizing frameworks such as “hegemony” or “soft 

power” fall short. Empire is a powerful analytic for apprehending structures of power and 

centralizing race as it intersects with gender and sexuality, which makes it useful for 

apprehending China-Africa relations and their nuanced everyday practices, social forms, 

governmentalities, and subjectivities. To engage with scholarship on empire also raises 

questions about the politics and methodology of comparison, as if the context of European 

colonialism that undergirds much theorizing on empire can be transposed onto 

                                                   
11 Aihwa Ong and Donald Nonini, “Chinese Transnationalism as an Alternative Modernity,” in Ungrounded 
Empires: The Cultural Politics of Modern Chinese Transnationalism, eds. Aihwa Ong and Donald Nonini 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 20. 
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contemporary ungrounded Chinese empire in Africa.12 To clarify, in my comparisons, I do 

not imply that configurations of power from different times and places translate one-to-one 

with the ungrounded empire of Chinese transnational capitalist practices, as they are 

historically specific. References to regimes of colonialism and racial capitalism in South 

Africa and beyond are not intended to directly compare them to the China-South Africa 

context, but to draw out common patterns in how power manifests. My comparison is in 

the spirit of Stoler’s remarks: “Even unlikely comparisons may be instructive, for they 

prompt us to ask whether disciplinary conventions, sheer irrelevance, or different notions 

of empire and colonialism explain the silence.”13 

 
Chinese Racial Capitalism 

In Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson pointed out the “nonobjective character of capitalist 

development” of racialism.14 As Robin D.G. Kelley summarizes Robinson’s arguments, 

“Capitalism and racism, in other words, did not break from the old order but rather evolved 

from it to produce a modern world system of ‘racial capitalism’ dependent on slavery, 

violence, imperialism, and genocide.”15 In Lisa Lowe’s account of the global capitalist 

system, “racial capitalism suggests that capitalism expands not through rendering all labor, 

resources, and markets across the world identically, but by precisely seizing upon colonial 

                                                   
12 To this point, Stoler asks: “How do we acknowledge similar configurations of rule without undermining 
the historical specificity of their content? Should we be comparing varied colonial projects in the same place, 
or similar colonial projects at different points in time? What about comparisons from disparate moments and 
without common vocabulary that nevertheless speak to common technologies of intervention and common 
anxieties of rule?” Ann Laura Stoler, “Tense and Tender Ties: The Politics of Comparison in North American 
History and (Post) Colonial Studies,” The Journal of American History 88, no. 3 (2001): 864. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1983), xxix. 
15 Robin D.G. Kelley, “Foreword” to Black Marxism, xiii. In a similar vein, Walter Rodney has argued that 
the development of the capitalist world-system has been coeval with the underdevelopment of Africa. 
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divisions, identifying particular regions for production and others for neglect, certain 

populations for exploitation and still others for disposal.”16 Following Black Marxism, 

scholarship on racial capitalism has focused on the historical processes that shaped the 

modern world, particularly the violence, appropriation, exploitation, dispossession of the 

colonization of indigenous peoples and Transatlantic slavery in the Americas. And yet, 

Angela Davis remarks, “While it is important to acknowledge the pivotal part slavery 

played in the historical consolidation of capitalism, more recent developments linked to 

global capitalism cannot be adequately comprehended if the racial dimension of capitalism 

is ignored.”17 My project draws from the broad frameworks U.S. based scholars of racial 

capitalism have developed in understanding the afterlife of transatlantic slavery, and brings 

them into conversation with histories of racial capitalism in Southern Africa and neoliberal 

capitalism in China. 

Race has always been central to the history of capitalism, and accumulation is only 

possible through relations of inequality and racialization. At the heart of racial capitalism 

is the production of racialized and gendered difference as “differences in value become 

critical in the accumulation of surplus.”18 Jodi Melamed explains the relationship between 

capital, racism, inequality, and value:  

Capital can only be capital when it is accumulation, and it can only 
accumulate by producing and moving through relations of severe inequality 
among human groups…These antimonies of accumulation require loss, 
disposability, and the unequal differentiation of human value, and racism 
enshrines the inequalities that capitalism requires. Most obviously, it does 
this by displacing the uneven life chances that are inescapably part of our 

                                                   
16 Lowe, Intimacies of Four Continents, 150. 
17 Angela Davis, “An Interview on the Futures of Black Radicalism,” in Futures of Black Radicalism, eds. 
Gaye Theresa Johnson and Alex Lubin (New York and London: Verso), 248. 
18 Laura Pulido, “Geographies of Race and Ethnicity II: Environmental Racism, Racial Capitalism and State-
Sanctioned Violence,” Progress in Human Geography 41, no. 4 (2016): 527. 
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capitalist social relations onto fictions of differing human capacities, 
historically race.19 

 
As Lisa Lowe writes, “capital has maximized its profits not through rendering labor 

‘abstract’ but precisely through the social production of ‘difference’…marked by race, 

nation, geographical origins, and gender.”20 In the context of neoliberal capitalism, Grace 

Hong writes that flexible accumulation is profitable precisely because it “more efficiently 

uses racialized and gendered difference to enable the hyper-extraction of surplus value.”21 

In bringing racial capitalism to the forefront of China-Africa relations, I am underscoring 

the intersecting logics of capital and race, specifically the processes that produce and 

reproduce difference that enable Chinese traders to hyper-extract surplus value from 

African labor. Scholars such as Roderick Ferguson, Grace Hong, and Jodi Melamed have 

maintained that capital forces movement and transgression, and in the process of 

unmooring norms of race, gender, class, and sexuality, leads to new racialized gender and 

sexual formations that I explore in the China-Africa context.22 

An ethnographic analysis of Chinese racial capitalism involves tracking the 

material processes in which differential value is produced and extracted through racialized 

labor systems. In spaces of production and consumption, I explore “how racial difference 

is produced and how that relative valuation gets operationalized,” meaning “not only how 

ideas and practices of devaluation circulate, but how they become institutionalized, and the 

                                                   
19 Jodi Melamed, “Racial Capitalism,” Critical Ethnic Studies 1, no. 1 (2015): 77. 
20 Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 1996), 27-28. 
21 Grace Kyungwon Hong, The Ruptures of American Capital: Women of Color Feminism and the Culture 
of Immigrant Labor (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 113. 
22 One of the key limitations of the dissertation is the U.S.-centric citations, particularly feminist and critical 
race theories and scholarship on capitalism and empire that are “applied” to a non-U.S. context, and the 
relative lack of theory and critique from scholars based in China and Africa.  
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implications for the racially subordinate and dominant.”23 These processes must be 

understood through power, scale, and contingency, which I analytically accomplish 

through intimacy. 

 
Thinking Through Intimacies 

“Intimacies” performs a series of conceptual, analytical, and methodological maneuvers 

throughout this project. Intimacy is an object of inquiry and also an analytic and heuristic. 

Broadly defined, intimacy is “a descriptive marker of the familiar and close at hand.”24 It 

capaciously refers to many forms of sociality, including social, gendered, and affective 

dimensions of domestic, family, and sexual life. Critical scholarship on gender and 

colonialism has turned to the domain of the intimate to foreground the production of racial 

and sexual difference and relations of power. Indebted to Foucault’s characterization of 

sexuality as “dense transfer points of power,” it is in the quotidian spaces of the intimate 

that “proximities of power—close encounters, unspoken knowledge, in close quarters—in 

which racialized differences might be recessed or held in brutal relief” come to the fore.25 

“To study the intimate,” as Ann Stoler has long made the case, “is not to turn away from 

structures of dominance but to relocate their conditions of possibility and relations and 

forces of production.”26 I build on insights from feminist theories of empire, albeit 

grounded in different contexts, to draw connections between intimate life, power, and 

                                                   
23 Laura Pulido, “Geographies of Race and Ethnicity II,” 528. 
24 Intimacy refers to “relations that were affectively charged, both tender and taut, of certain kinds of 
proximities grounded in uneasy attachments, encumbering affections, and abrupt departures. Such relations 
extended…beyond those grounded in sex.” Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017), 326. 
25 Stoler, “Intimidations of Empire,” 4. 
26 Ibid., 13. 
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gender, racial, and sexual formations. The framework the “intimacies of racial capitalism” 

signals how intimacy serves as an analytic for apprehending power and the transnational. 

Transnational feminist critiques of globalization have problematized how global 

capitalism and neoliberal economic policies refashion earlier formations of empire and 

racialized, classed, masculinized, and heteronormative dimensions of power at multiple 

scales.27 In a paradigm shift from the global and the local, a binary that all too often flattens 

global processes, to the global and the intimate, Geraldine Pratt and Victoria Rosner 

propose the intimate as a transnational category that emphasizes relationalities at multiple 

scales. Through the up-close analysis of the body, emotion, the personal, and attachments, 

“finding the intimate in the global” is an approach that produces more complete accounts 

of globalization and its contingencies.28 Ara Wilson makes the case for the usage of 

intimacy as a flexible “placeholder” category: 

…intimacy allows critical accounts of colonial empire or capitalist 
modernity because it is a flexible, provisional reference that emphasizes 
linkages across what are understood to be distinct realms, scales, or bodies. 
Whether an analytical concept or a placeholder, the critical study of 
intimacy provides a useful category in the transnational analysis of power.29 
 

Thus, intimacy is analytically flexible at multiple scales to apprehend the epistemically 

murky emerging formations of Chinese racial capitalism and empire. 

The “intimacies of racial capitalism” also signals how my work is in dialogue with 

feminist scholars of capitalism, women of color feminism, and queer of color critique that 

                                                   
27 Richa Nagar and Amanda Swarr, “Introduction: Theorizing Transnational Feminist Praxis” in Critical 
Transnational Feminist Praxis, eds. Richa Nagar and Amanda Swarr (Albany: SUNY Press, 2012), 5. 
28 See Geraldine Pratt and Victoria Rosner, “Introduction: The Global & the Intimate,” in The Global and 
the Intimate: Feminism in Our Time, eds. Geraldine Pratt and Victoria Rosner (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2012), 11.  
29 Ara Wilson, “Intimacy: A Useful Category of Transnational Analysis,” in in The Global and the Intimate: 
Feminism in Our Time, eds. Geraldine Pratt and Victoria Rosner (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2012), 31-56. 
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have capaciously attended to capitalism and difference. The feminist “gens approach” to 

capitalism has theorized how sentiments, affective economies, and social relations around 

race, gender, sexuality, class, ethnicity, and kinship are inextricable from capitalist 

processes.30 Toward “intimate economies,” feminist scholars have reconceptualized the 

economy in which intimate life is not cordoned off from the economic but constitutive of 

it.31 Chinese racial capitalism, as I show, reproduces itself through sentiments, notions of 

ethnic belonging, racial exclusion, and structures of family and kinship. Applicable to how 

I am conceptualizing the “intimacies of racial capitalism,” Jodi Melamed elaborates on 

racial capitalism’s capacity to simultaneously connect and divide. “Manufacturing densely 

connected social separateness” is racial capitalism’s hallmark, as “Capital partitions, 

divides, and separates groups between political geographies and is the dominant relation 

to flow between and bind them.”32 As Melamed asserts, “it is capitalism’s particular feat 

to accomplish differentiation as dense networks and nodes of social separateness.” Racial 

capitalism works through “processes of spatial and social differentiation that truncate 

relationality for capital accumulation.” Technologies of antirelationality reduce collective 

life to the relations necessary to reproduce capitalism, while partition, as Gilmore explains, 

acts “to control who can relate and under what terms.”33 While capital relies on difference, 

it also produces it. Accordingly, The Intimacies of Racial Capitalism explores technologies 

                                                   
30 Laura Bear, Karen Ho, Anna Tsing, and Sylvia Yanagisako, “Gens: A Feminist Manifesto for the Study of 
Capitalism,” Fieldsights - Theorizing the Contemporary, Cultural Anthropology Online, March 30, 2015, 
http://www.culanth.org/fieldsights/652-gens-a-feminist-manifesto-for-the-study-of-capitalism (Accessed 
July 13, 2015).  
31 Wilson defines intimate economies as the “complex interplay between these intimate social dimensions 
and plural economic systems in a context shaped by transnational capitalism.” Ara Wilson, The Intimate 
Economies of Bangkok: Tomboys, Tycoons, and Avon Ladies in the Global City (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London: University of California Press, 2004), 11. 
32 Melamed, 81. 
33 Ibid., 78. 
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of antirelationality and partition through the intimacies and non-intimate separateness 

between Chinese and African subjects and the production of difference. 

Finally, my usage of intimacies is in the spirit of Lisa Lowe’s Intimacies of Four 

Continents, a model for producing knowledge across the disciplinary boundaries and 

geographies of area studies. In Lowe’s project, intimacy is many things, including a 

heuristic for rendering proximate sites that are imagined as geographically and 

conceptually distant. By “considering scenes of close connection in relation to a global 

geography,” Lowe traces the intimacies between the Americas, Asia, Africa, and Europe 

that produced modern liberalism and the global capitalist system.34 By examining the 

proximities of transnational migration and capital flows, The Intimacies of Racial 

Capitalism imagines China and Africa as not disparate continents but more proximate than 

they seem as global racial capitalism binds them. 

 
Embodied Knowledge 

My project joins the “ethnographic turn” within the multidisciplinary field of China-Africa 

Studies, a shift away from the international relations and political economy approaches that 

have characterized much scholarship, and toward the fine-grained texture of everyday 

relations and encounters between Chinese and African subjects. Characterizing this shift, 

Yoon Park and Tu Huynh noted, “Little still has been written about the people-to-people 

encounters that occur in tandem with the high-level negotiations and private 

entrepreneurial transactions on the continent.”35 On the value of ethnography, Julia Strauss 

                                                   
34 Lowe, Intimacies of Four Continents, 17-18. 
35 Yoon Jung Park and Tu T. Huynh, “Introduction: Chinese in Africa,” African and Asian Studies 9, no. 3 
(2010): 208. 
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contends that “Ethnography offers what is in effect a ‘sixth sphere’ to complement the 

other epistemic worlds that engage with China–Africa. Quite unlike other approaches, 

ethnography systematically restores the value of individual experience, and takes seriously 

the notion that how individuals perceive the world, what they understand to be their 

choices, and how they express their hopes and fears are all things that matter.”36 

Ethnography makes concrete how Chinese and African actors experience, make sense of, 

and contest power relations and difference at various scales. 

Between 2013-2016, I was a Chinatown resident and visitor and worked at 

Johannesburg’s busiest China Mall, which I call China City, as an assistant at two of its 

300 shops, one selling party goods and the other women’s clothing. The China Mall and 

Chinatown constitute a multi-sited terrain of “China-Africa” and conjuncture of the 

intimate and the global.37 In addition to participant-observation, I conducted over forty 

semi-structured interviews in English and Mandarin, usually in the homes or shops of 

Chinese traders, discretely in nearby bars for security guards, and importantly, over the 

phone and thus far away from work for shop workers. Capturing a vertical slice of these 

sites, my interlocutors included Chinese businessmen, South African politicians, managers, 

security guards, customers, shipping agents, customs inspectors, and contingent laborers, 

however, the vast majority of my informants were Chinese traders, Chinese workers, and 

African shop workers. In Cyrildene Chinatown, I lived with none other than the Chinatown 

                                                   
36 Julia C. Strauss, “China and Africa Rebooted: Globalization(s), Simplification(s), and Cross-cutting 
Dynamics in “South–South” Relations,” African Studies Review 56, no 1. (2013): 161. 
37 In the essay “Ethnography in/of the World System,” George Marcus defines, “Multi-sited research is 
designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations in which the ethnographer 
establishes some form of literal, physical presence, with an explicit, posited logic of association or connection 
among sites that in fact defines the argument of the ethnography.” George E. Marcus, “Ethnography in/of 
The World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography,” Annual Review of Anthropology 24 (1995): 
105. 
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boss and formerly the main human smuggler for South Africa. As the core personnel for 

the very migration phenomenon I study, my proximity to him deepened my understanding 

of this world. There were also several months when I was a 24/7 participant in mall life, 

living at the mall’s dormitories for Chinese tenants, a hyper-secure gated community 

requiring biometric fingerprinting for entrance.  

My methodology is informed by feminist ethnography that in grappling with the 

politically fraught ethical burden of researching, writing about, and representing others, 

has developed a critical self-reflexive practice around relationality, solidarity, and 

complicity. Power is the main problem for feminist fieldwork: power relations between the 

researcher and research subjects with regard to social identities and positions, power 

exerted in the research process that may result in unequal exchange and lack of reciprocity, 

and power relations in terms of writing, representing, and knowledge production.38 These 

dynamics are especially pronounced as Northern feminists represent subalterns in the 

Global South.39 Toward a critical praxis, “The politics of fieldwork,” Richa Nagar and 

Susan Geiger define, involves a “reflexive analysis ‘of how the production of ethnographic 

knowledge is shaped by the shifting contextual and relational contours of the researcher’s 

social identity with respect to her subjects, and by her social situatedness or positionality 

in terms of gender, race, class, sexuality and other axes of social difference.’”40 

Additionally, as Ruth Behar puts it, anthropology is “a mode of knowing that depends on 

                                                   
38 Diane L. Wolf, “Situating Feminist Dilemmas in Fieldwork,” in Feminist Dilemmas in Fieldwork, ed. 
Diane L. Wolf (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 2. 
39 See Farhana Sultana, “Reflexivity, Positionality and Participatory Ethics: Negotiating Fieldwork 
Dilemmas in International Research,” ACME: An International E-Journal for Critical Geographies 6, no. 3 
(2007): 374-385. 
40 Quoted in Richa Nagar, “Footloose Researchers, ‘Traveling’ Theories, and the Politics of Transnational 
Feminist Praxis,” Gender, Place, and Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography 9, no. 2 (2002): 179. 
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the particular relationship formed by a particular anthropologist with a particular set of 

people in a particular time and place.”41 Positionality affects access differentiated through 

social difference, and also epistemology regarding inherently partial, situated, and 

embodied perspectives of knowledge production.  

Although the subjectivity of the fieldworker is always vexed, I suggest this is even 

more fraught in China-Africa research in which “China” hyphenated with “Africa” is 

highly circumscribed by identity politics and power relations. In my experience, it seemed 

that the further I distanced myself from Chinese subjects, the closer I became with African 

subjects and vice versa, following an either/or rather than both/and logic. This particular 

dynamic resulted from the racial division of labor and the oppositional dynamic between 

Chinese traders and African shop workers, and the culture of suspicion and distrust among 

Chinese toward Africans and other Chinese. I occupied a liminal position from where I 

navigated the complicity with racial capitalism that was expected of me to maintain my 

access to study it, and my desire to show solidarity with my African interlocutors without 

compromising my access with my Chinese gatekeepers. My analysis of gendered, 

sexualized, racialized, and ethnicized social formations is directly informed by how I was 

interpolated into identities and relations of power as an “insider/outsider” and the boundary 

work I did in trying to carve out space for solidarity. 

Feminist debates about the politics of fieldwork and knowledge production come 

to a head in the figure of the “native anthropologist.” Kirin Narayan pushes back on the 

colonial origins of “native” anthropologist and its underlying notions of “authenticity” and 

                                                   
41 Ruth Behar, The Vulnerable Observer: Anthropology that Breaks Your Heart (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1996), 5. 



 

25 

simple binaries of observer/observed, insider/outsider, and native/non-native. Even as 

researchers embody similarities and differences with their subjects, Narayan eschews the 

idea of “halfies,” or those from mixed “native” and “non-native” backgrounds, such as 

myself. She writes, “Yet, two halves cannot adequately account for the complexity of an 

identity in which multiple countries, regions, religions, and classes may come together.”42 

Rather, Narayan takes up “multiplex subjectivity,” a more shifting and contingent model 

of identity in which we have some control over “Which facet of our subjectivity we choose 

or are forced to accept as a defining identity can change, depending on the context and the 

prevailing vectors of power.”43 In moving back and forth between my Chinese and African 

interlocutors, leveraging different facets of my identity in varying contexts and along 

multiple “vectors of power” was of foremost importance in shaping the possibilities and 

limits of my fieldwork and knowledge production. How I chose to present my ethnographic 

self – including language, speech, clothing, mannerisms, and my biography – to whom, 

when, in what space, and under what circumstances was a set of questions behind my daily 

negotiations with others. Thus, in my usage of inside/outside, these shifting positions are 

not based in identity but multiplex subjectivity, and also denote the trust and access that 

make one an insider or outsider to places and communities. 

My race, ethnicity, class, and family’s migration history marked me as both an 

“insider” and “outsider,” always somewhere between “native” and “non-native” with 

respect to the Chinese migrant community. A Chinese American (meiji huaren), I was an 

“American Born Chinese” (ABC) and “banana.” Among my Chinese informants, my 

                                                   
42 Kirin Narayan. “How Native Is a ‘Native’ Anthropologist?” American Anthropologist 95 (no. 3): 673. 
43 Ibid., 676. 
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“Americaness” and middle-classness prevailed, but having a family hometown of 

Hangzhou and my parents’ story of the Cultural Revolution and immigrating to the U.S. 

helped place me into the imagined diaspora of “Greater China.” Out of concern for me as 

a lone female researcher in “unsafe” South Africa, many traders reached out to me, trusted 

me, and offered me community. Allegiances with a few elite Chinese businessmen, such 

as the mall owner and Chinatown boss, legitimized my presence as an outsider as their 

status reflected well on me. As other Chinese migrants viewed me as an insider, they 

assumed that I held the same worldviews and shared with me glib racist remarks about 

Africans, which became a major part of how I came to learn about race. One of the ethical 

dilemmas I faced is about writing critically about their worldviews when they perhaps 

assumed I aligned with them.  

Meanwhile, to many African shop workers at the mall, I was “Chinese but not 

Chinese like them,” similar because of race and ethnicity but different as I was born in the 

U.S., fluent in English, and of a politically left orientation. As the only American and 

talkative Chinese researcher who was not their supervisor, to many African shop workers, 

I was a cultural broker of sorts, a window into demystifying their strange Chinese bosses 

and supervisors. A prerequisite for earning shop workers’ trust was taking the side of 

workers as much as possible, paying what Daniel Goldstein calls an “entrance fee.”44 I was 

known to be sympathetic about their low wages, difficult working conditions, and 

vulnerability without papers. On occasion, I tried to advocate for the shop workers, 

bringing up their concerns to the mall developer and managers, only to be dismissed. When 

                                                   
44 See Daniel M. Goldstein, Owners of the Sidewalk: Security and Survival in the Informal City (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2016). 



 

27 

asked to advocate on their behalf to their bosses, who were sometimes my gatekeeper, I 

was far more constrained out of fear of losing access. In this case, becoming an “insider” 

was not based in identity but solidarity.  

These categories of inside/outside, more times than not, unraveled during 

fieldwork. My racial, ethnic, national, and diasporic identities were never stable, and it was 

their fluidity that enabled my circulation in the worlds of my Chinese and African 

informants along vectors of power. Identity categories were never fixed or static and 

always relational and dynamic. To give one example, for much of the first summer I spent 

at China Mall, every afternoon I hung out with a group of Malawian workers who appear 

in Chapter 4. The everyday acts of eating, smoking, and sitting together furrowed the brows 

of nearby Chinese bosses and managers, and for much of that summer, they refused to 

acknowledge my presence, never making eye contact or small talk with me. It was only 

after one person saw me with one of her Chinese friends that she began to talk to me, and 

the others soon followed. My ethnic identity, or my inside status, had to be rehabilitated 

through association with other Chinese. I now understand their refusal to recognize me was 

because of the intimacy of these everyday acts of friendship with African men, a gendered 

and sexual dimension of anti-black racism. As I learned that summer, my everyday acts of 

friendship with African shop workers and security guards made me the object of gossip 

and speculation. Wanting to tell me out of concern, a Pakistani male trader informed me 

“all of the Pakistani guys talk about you all the time; we thought you were a call girl.” Sex 

work was the only way my daily presence was intelligible, as unlike other Chinese women, 

I talked to men from many different racial and ethnic backgrounds. The only white male 
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trader who owned an adult shop revealed that he was perplexed by my presence: was I on 

holiday visiting family, a researcher, or “into black guys,” he asked me. 

This kind of gossip was not exclusive to my relationship with African men, as a 

young Chinese woman who confided in me about her own romantic affairs curiously asked 

if I was a mistress of one of my elite Chinese gatekeepers. That is, how else might I have 

access to these powerful men? Gossiping about my relationships at the mall became 

evidence of the moral panic over interracial relations, marital fidelity, and sexual 

propriety.45 It is through  such unexpected moments that I came to understand the thorough 

entanglements between the racial and class formation of the color line, gender, and 

sexuality. Although being the subject of gossip allowed me to acutely develop the insights 

I did, it was also emotionally draining, exemplifying what Kimberly Hoang calls 

“embodied costs,” referring to the immaterial losses fieldworkers experience.46 

My embeddedness came with another embodied cost of being sexually assaulted. 

The assailant was a close acquaintance of Mr. Zheng, one of my key gatekeepers who 

hosted me in his Chinatown home and appears throughout the dissertation. It was my social 

embeddedness as an “insider” that made both my fieldwork and the assault possible. In 

“Toward a Fugitive Anthropology,” feminist scholars trouble anthropological conceptions 

of ethnographic fieldwork that efface the gendered, racialized, and sexualized embodied 

experiences of researchers, attributing this silence to the “institutionalized notion of 

fieldwork as a masculinist rite of passage.” In sharing their experiences of fieldwork, they 

                                                   
45 Krista Van Vleet, “Partial Theories: Gossip, envy and ethnography in the Andes,” Ethnography 4 (no. 4): 
500. 
46 Kimberly Hoang, Dealing in Desire: Asian Ascendency, Western Decline, and the Hidden Currencies of 
Sex Work (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2015), 181. 
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assert, “the specificity that stems from our navigation of the field as black, brown, 

indigenous, and queer cisgender women provides pedagogically important insights into the 

practice of fieldwork and the conceptualization of a decolonized anthropology.”47 While 

my vulnerability came at a high personal cost, it also afforded me close-up insights into 

power, masculinity, and morality. The epilogue chronicles aspects of my assault as it 

affected my fieldwork and shapes knowledge production. It is a story already nested within 

the dissertation and deserves its own space to be told. 

 
Chapter Outline 

Part I is organized by type of flow – goods, capital, and people – to underscore the 

intertwined connections between these global flows and the transnational processes that 

constitute an ungrounded empire of Chinese capital and migration. Chapter 1 analyzes 

South African popular culture and mainstream news discourses of Chinese commodities in 

which South Africans contest China’s presence by depicting the goods as “Fong Kong.” 

Through Orientalist racialization, Fong Kong discourses conflate plastic goods and the 

traders selling them as a yellow peril hoard of fake commodities and duplicitous migrant 

traders. Shifting from how South Africans view Chinese migrants to how they experience 

South Africa, Chapter 2 details their aspirations upon leaving China, clandestine journeys 

to South Africa, and diasporic worlds in Johannesburg. In this chapter, I frame Chinese 

migrants as “flexible pioneers” and Chinese migration to the Global South as “Going 

South” to theorize emerging patterns of transnational migration, subjectivities, mobilities, 

                                                   
47 Maya J. Berry, Claudia Chávez Argüelles, Shanya Cordis, Sarah Ihmoud, and Elizabeth Velásquez Estrada, 
“Toward a Fugitive Anthropology: Gender, Race, and Violence in the Field,” Cultural Anthropology 32, no. 
4 (2017): 538-539. 
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and flexibilities. From flows of goods and people, Chapter 3 turns to flows of capital and 

specifically the material infrastructure for these flows. It examines traders’ strategies for 

capital accumulation through illicit economic practices by working legal and financial 

loopholes. Even as global money flows are facilitated between formal Chinese and South 

African banks “from above,” illegal “underground banks” remain the ideal infrastructure 

among Chinese traders for one-way capital flows from South Africa to China, furthering 

global inequality “from below” and contributing to an ungrounded empire. 

Part II turns to the social formations of Chinese racial capitalism. Chapter 4 

explores the world of African shop workers, their aspirations, and diasporic worlds, in 

addition to the racial division of labor and the everyday color line of social relations at the 

mall. In theorizing Chinese racial capitalism, I foreground African shop workers’ 

experiences of work, analysis of race and capitalism, and resistance. I draw parallels 

between present-day and historic forms of labor exploitation on Johannesburg’s gold reefs 

to mark the real legacies of racial capitalism and colonialism that make Chinese racial 

capitalism possible. As Chapter 4 is concerned with the racial division of labor between 

“Chinese” and “black,” Chapters 5 and 6 examine the production of racial, gender, and 

sexual difference underlying these categories, and hence necessary for Chinese racial 

capitalism. Chapter 5 considers how the color line and its constitutive categories of Chinese 

and black are formed, naturalized, and contested through Chinese racial discourses, 

specifically discourses of blackness, and reproduced through the habitus of affects, tacit 

knowledge, and learned dispositions about race. As race intersects with gender and 

sexuality, Chapter 6 examines the production of racial, gender, and sexual difference in the 

context of sexual and public intimacies and domestic labor. Emblematic of technologies of 
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antirelationality, the racial division of labor and its ordering logic permeate all facets of 

Sino-African interactions, which manifests in anxieties over interracial sex and 

reproduction, and a host of quotidian embodied practices among Chinese traders to limit 

racial mixing and physical contact with African workers.  

  
Terminology, Pseudonyms, and Language 

Racial terminology is always fraught. Chinese traders most often referred to themselves as 

“Chinese” through the terms of zhongguoren and huaren: the first is a national, racial, and 

ethnic identity combining China (zhongguo) with people (ren); the second is 

hegemonically aligned with the majority Han ethnicity. As Kuan-Hsing Chen notes, “In 

the global context, the word ‘Han’ is increasingly being displaced by ‘Chinese,’” and the 

use of “Chinese” is to reinforce Han hegemony.” Chen adds, “distinguishing the Han from 

the many minority groups subsumed under the category Chinese (huaren) is a necessary 

step toward confronting the history and current expressions of Han racism.”48 In my usage 

of “Chinese,” I follow how traders referred to themselves and how shop workers referred 

to them, with the caveat that I am problematically referring to Mainland Han Chinese when 

I write “Chinese.” Against my assumptions, my Chinese informants rarely described 

themselves as overseas Chinese (huaren huaqiao, haiwai huaqiao). Notably, they reserved 

the diasporic term of overseas (huaqiao) for South African born Chinese and Taiwanese 

from the 1980s, calling them laoqiao, lao meaning old, to signal their distance from China. 

Meanwhile, Malawian and Zimbabwean shop workers most often collectively referred to 

                                                   
48 Chen adds, “To problematize racism is to call attention to the fluidity of terms such as race (zhongzu), 
ethnicity (zuqun), and nationality (minzu), which overlap in both Chinese and English…The ambiguity of 
these concepts cannot be analytically resolved but will have to be constantly problematized.” Kuan-Hsing 
Chen, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization (Durham and London, Duke University Press), 259. 
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themselves as Africans and recognized their defining difference from Chinese as blackness. 

Accordingly, I refer to black African shop workers as African, by their nationality, or black 

to center race. For both Chinese and Africans, I use the term migrant rather than immigrant 

to underscore legal precarity and the temporality of uncertain durations of stay. 

Additionally, I use the term migrant in the sense of “transmigrant,” which underscores the 

fluidity of transnational links between South Africa and “home” in Africa or China.49 

Mandarin Chinese is both my first and second language. As I spent my earliest 

years living in China, it was the first language that I understood and spoke at home. 

However, I never formally learned Mandarin at Chinese school, a choice my parents made 

in an effort to assimilate me in suburban Wisconsin. My speaking ability fell to the wayside 

in the decade between moving out and starting a sequence of accelerated courses for 

“heritage speakers” in graduate school. In South Africa, I relied on dictionary apps, online 

translators, pinyin keyboards, and voice messaging in WeChat to communicate with my 

Chinese interlocutors. Although I was concerned about my conversational Mandarin, most 

of my Chinese informants were rather patient because I was “ABC,” or their Mandarin 

(putonghua) was lacking, especially among people with less formal education, and 

primarily spoke in provincial dialects. My conversational proficiency was limited in scope 

to everyday language, and some of my Chinese interlocutors became my language teachers 

in the field, teaching me new words specific to the day-to-day life at the mall. Throughout 

the dissertation, I include quotes from interviews I conducted with Chinese interlocutors 

translated from Mandarin into English and parenthetically include words in pinyin to 

                                                   
49 See Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch, and Cristina Szanton Blanc, “From Immigrant to Transmigrant: 
Theorizing Transnational Migration,” Anthropological Quarterly (1995): 48-63. 
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denote significant key terms that might interest Sinologists. I conducted formal taped 

interviews on my own, and spent one hot summer week with my mother listening to tape 

and transcribing key segments word-for-word into pinyin and English. There are two major 

language limitations: not understanding provincial dialects, specifically the Min dialect 

that Fujianese speak, and not reading local Chinese print media because of my slow reading 

abilities. 

Standard ethnographic practice is to anonymize sources and protect informants. 

Because my fieldwork touches on illegal economic and migration activities, it is of utmost 

importance to protect my informants from the eyes of law enforcement, even as these 

activities are an open secret and alluded to in other studies and media reports. However, 

the difficulty with anonymity is its near impossibility. Other researchers and journalists 

have published on China Malls and Chinatown in Johannesburg without deidentifying 

places and public figures, making it difficult to completely anonymize my informants and 

sites. I use pseudonyms for places, namely the China Mall that I call China City, which is 

already the name of an existing China Mall in Johannesburg. I do not use a pseudonym for 

Cyrildene Chinatown nor its security force, which would be a fruitless endeavor because 

of their public visibility. Many of my Chinese and African informants went by English 

names or nicknames, which I altered or kept as their pseudonym. While other researchers 

have used the names of Chinese businessmen, treating them as public figures, I give them 

pseudonyms in order to de-link them from my sites or do not name them at all. As my 

research touches on various illicit activities, I have changed some factual details as an extra 

precautionary measure. 
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Chapter 1 
 
Faking China-Africa: Asian Racialization and the Politics of Stuff 
 

The fake is a symptom that enables us to address, rather than dismiss, some 
of the discrepancies of a rapidly developing and seemingly ineluctable 
global order. We can think of the fake as a social, cultural, and economic 
response, at a local and apparently trivial level, to the processes of 
globalization and to the uneven and often unequal relations that 
globalization has engendered. 
 

Ackbar Abbas, “Faking Globalization” 
 

 
Figure 1.1 Johannesburg, Made in China. Photograph courtesy of Mark Lewis.  

 

In 2012, the South African monthly magazine Noseweek ran the story “Spot the 

Difference” on Chinese “knock-offs” of South African clothing designs. A follow-up to an 

earlier cover feature on Chinese goods in South Africa, the article recounted the frustrations 

of reader James Robertson, the owner of a small clothing line “designed, printed and made 

in South Africa,” who wrote in about his protracted struggle with a Chinese businessman 

who purchased Robertson’s garments as samples, mass counterfeited them in China, and 

then sold them on a much larger scale and at a lower price point. The story juxtaposes 

images of two garments of a “distinctly African look,” nearly identical side by side; the 
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only difference between them is the label. Because of the level of sophistication of the 

counterfeit, Robertson complained that he was now accused of being the “rip-off artist.” In 

this Machiavellian story, Robertson was not the only victim of the villainous Chinese copy-

cat, but South African consumers were also duped into buying inferior garments made from 

“plastic fabric” that disintegrated after a few washes. Capturing a dominant discourse about 

Chinese goods and Chinese migrant traders in South Africa, Noseweek asserted, “the 

swamping of the market with cheap Chinese fakes is a serious problem.”1  

In the essay “Faking Globalization,” Ackbar Abbas argues that the “fake” is a 

useful “symptom” for understanding global capital. The fake is a “social, cultural, and 

economic response” to “the processes of globalization and to the uneven and often unequal 

relations that globalization has engendered.”2 Taking the fake as a symptom of global 

capital, I understand this particular geopolitical conjuncture of China-Africa relations 

through the fake. Taking the China Mall as a microcosm of broader China-Africa relations, 

in this chapter on consumption, I analyze the social and cultural meanings of Chinese goods 

in South Africa, often viewed as fake, in the everyday discourses at the mall among Chinese 

and African actors, and in South African popular culture and media. This chapter makes 

two arguments. First, aestheticized Chinese commodities and China Malls are sites where 

local meanings, desires, and anxieties around China are made and contested. At the heart 

of political contests, Chinese imported goods present a threat to workers, and alternately, 

promise to consumers, a paradox related to uneven global supply chains and race, class, 

                                                
1 “Update: Spot the Difference,” Noseweek 158, December 1, 2012, http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2859 
/UPDATE-Spot-the-difference (accessed May 23, 2016). 
2 Ackbar Abbas. “Faking Globalization,” in Other Cities, Other Worlds: Urban Imaginaries in a Globalizing 
Age, ed. Andreas Huyssen (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 251. 
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and consumption in South Africa. Second, I argue that Chinese goods and the Chinese 

traders who sell them are mutually racialized through the fake; that is, traders are viewed 

as duplicitous and disingenuous, and their goods plastic and fake. 

Not inert or innocuous things, these commodities have social lives. In the Social 

Life of Things, Igor Kopytoff writes, “A culturally informed economic biography of an 

object would look at it as a culturally constructed entity, endowed with culturally specific 

meanings, and classified and reclassified into culturally constituted categories.”3 

Applicable to Chinese goods, as Nina Sylvanus writes, “Imported objects are inserted into 

a local process and a set of practices of social reproduction and thus culturally assimilated 

by those who actually use them.”4 This chapter presents such a biography of Chinese goods 

in South Africa that traces their shifting cultural meanings while engaging with Marxist 

and New Materialist theories. As Marx theorized commodity fetishism, the commodity is 

the thing or object that actualizes the labor and resources that went into its production as 

an article of utility. It is a useful thing, an object with material properties and use-value as 

it is transacted at a higher exchange-value toward capital accumulation. The labor, itself 

part of social relations, is lost in the process as the worker is alienated from the fruits of 

their labor; the commodity then has a mystical character, a secret, a transcendental aura 

that constitutes its intrinsic value that is realized in social exchange.5 

                                                
3 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural 
Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 68. 
4 Nina Sylvanus, “The Fabric of Africanicity: Tracing the Global Threads of Authenticity,” Anthropological 
Theory 7, no. 2 (2007): 202. 
5 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1976), 163-177. 
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More recently, scholars have engaged the Marxist critique of commodification with 

New Materialist theory. Toward a richer understanding of Chinese goods as both 

commodities and objects, I draw on New Materialist theory that expansively considers the 

“relations between things, objects, phenomena, materialities, and physical bodies, as well 

as the relations between those things (things with each other) and humans (humans with 

things).6 At the nexus of Marxist and New Materialist theories, the commodity is redefined 

as a “distributed assemblage concentrated in a specific artefact,” which distills the complex 

networks of production, distribution, and consumption among human and non-human 

agents.7 In Elizabeth Chin’s interpretation of Marx, “things themselves – those very 

commodities – seem to come alive and to have properties that transform us or our world 

into something other than it is.”8 On the agency of objects, Bruno Latour articulates in 

Reassembling the Social that objects are never “simply ‘reflecting’ social values or being 

there as mere decorum,” rather “objects overflow their makers, intermediaries become 

mediators.”9 Following Jane Bennet in Vital Materialism, we might think of Chinese goods 

as not passive objects, but animate things with a “not-quite-human capaciousness” of 

“thing-power.”10 To clarify, by engaging with New Materialism, my aim is not to give an 

object’s account of being in the world or to theorize its thing-power, rather to recognize 

                                                
6 Kyla Wazana Tompkins, “On the Limits and Promise of New Materialist Philosophy,” Lateral: Journal of 
the Cultural Studies Association 5.1 (2016): http://csalateral.org/wp/issue/5-1/forum-alt-humanities-new-
materialist-philosophy-tompkins/ (accessed June 23, 2016). 
7 Mark Jackson, “Visuality, ‘China Commodity City’, and the Force of Things,” in Visuality/Materiality: 
Images, Objects, and Practices, eds. Gillian Rose and Dibya P. Tolia-Kelly (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 44. 
8 Elizabeth Chin, My Life with Things: The Consumer Diaries (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2016), 25-26. 
9 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 85. 
10 Applicable to Chinese goods, “Thing-power gestures toward the strange ability of ordinary, man-made 
items to exceed their status as objects and to manifest traces of independence or aliveness, constituting the 
outside of our own experience.” Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2010), xvi, 3. 
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that goods are far from inert objects. As I develop in this chapter, Chinese goods act on 

their environment in social ways, “sticking” race to people. 

The chapter begins with a “macro” view of the politics of bilateral trade and 

diplomatic relations between China and South Africa with respect to increasing 

outsourcing to China, the decline of South African manufacturing, and the proliferation of 

China Malls and Chinese goods. Next, I go to the mall and describe the China Mall as a 

knock-off mall, a distinctive form within South Africa’s retail landscape. From the mall, I 

shift to the goods and their characterization as “Fong Kong,” simultaneously meaning fake, 

low-quality, unoriginal, and inauthentic. Through analyzing discourses of Fong Kong at 

the China Mall and in South African popular culture and media, I show the racialization of 

fakery through entrenched Orientalist tropes that align goods with people. 

 
The Geopolitics of Made in China 

In 2005 at the twentieth anniversary of the Congress of South African Trade Unions 

(COSATU) at the ABSA stadium in Durban, COSATU came under fire when the t-shirts 

for the event bore Made in China labels, in spite of their vocal support for the Proudly 

South African Campaign and the South African Clothing and Textile Workers Union 

(SACTWU). The crowd began throwing the shirts onto the field, which security collected 

and handed to the leadership. In response, COSATU General Secretary Zwelinzima Vavi 

formally apologized: “The SACTWU...are the ones who are directly affected by the 

dumping of cheap products in our country and we apologise to them and our comrades 
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elsewhere in the country.”11 At the time, it was forecasted that China’s share of South 

Africa’s textile imports would reach 80 percent.12 The same year, discussions over a free 

trade agreement with China were underway, which unions opposed.13 What transpired in 

this political theater was a conflict between organized labor and the African National 

Congress (ANC) about China’s increasing economic presence and the decline of 

manufacturing in South Africa. Understanding the politics of Made in China requires 

situating it within the dynamics of unequal exchange, deindustrialization, and 

socioeconomic inequality.  

 
Unequal Exchange and Organized Labor 

One of the ironies of the end of apartheid and the newly democratic state was the ANC’s 

embrace of neoliberalism. As Gillian Hart summarizes in Disabling Globalization, 

“Political liberalization had coincided with a moment of intense market triumphalism, and 

powerful political pressures were gathering force from within and beyond to press South 

Africa to conform to free market neoliberal orthodoxy.” South Africa embraced “export-

oriented, market-led economic growth” modeled off of “East Asian miracles,” and 

pragmatically embraced neoliberal principles in order to attract foreign investment and 

reintegrate into the global economy after boycotts, divestment, and sanctions.14 However, 

what South Africa has been exporting are low value-added resources while importing 

                                                
11 Zukile Majova, “Cosatu berated for ‘Made in China’ T-shirts,” IOL, December 5, 2005, 
http://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/cosatu-berated-for-made-in-china-t-shirts-260546 (accessed June 10, 
2016). 
12 William G. Martin, “Africa’s Futures: From North: South to East: South?” Third World Quarterly 29, no. 
2 (2008): 353. 
13 In 2005, the PRC and Department of Trade and Investment began discussing a Free Trade Agreement with 
the Southern African Congress of Unions (SACU), a move that trade unions intensely pushed back against.  
14 Gillian Hart, Disabling Globalization: Places of Power in Post-Apartheid South Africa (Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2002), 3. 
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value-added finished goods. As a global semi-periphery, 76 percent of exports are base 

metals, textiles, and woods, while its top imports include technological goods like optical 

drives, automobiles, footwear, and clothing.15 Since 2010, China has been its largest 

trading partner, and thus the most visible benefactor of its export-oriented growth. 

 Economic links with China flourished under President Thabo Mbeki, who also was 

one of the most vocal critics of China. Mbeki focused his presidency on South Africa’s 

leadership of the continent’s development in making inroads with the G-8, establishing the 

New Economic Partnership for African Development, and declaring the African 

Renaissance in 1996. In 2006, Mbeki addressed the South African Students Congress about 

the asymmetrical trade relationship of South Africa exporting minimal value-added 

products and importing value-added manufactured goods from China: 

The potential danger in the relationship between Africa and China is that it 
is possible to build...an unequal relationship, the kind that has developed 
between African countries as colonies—including this one—and the 
colonial powers…China cannot just come here and dig for raw materials 
and sell us manufactured goods.16 
 

Prominent members of the South African born Chinese community are also critical of 

uneven bilateral trade with China. For instance, a prominent Chinese South African leader, 

whom I call Peter Ho, said in an interview in 2015: 

The low end of the market isn’t where the problem lies. Your clothing, we 
can’t produce clothes, we can’t produce the small toys as it’s been done in 
China. And the Chinese market is so huge…We [South Africans] are not 
going to be able to compete with the market. Whether you buy from China 
or not…the question of the resources that we have and the raw materials, 
and the implication of the value-added side of that industry that [is what] 
we should be concerned about. 

                                                
15 Chris Alden and Yu-Shan Wu, “South Africa and China: The Making of a Partnership,” South African 
Institute of International Affairs, Occasional Paper 199, August 2014, 14-16. 
16 “Mbeki warns Africa on relationship with China,” Mail & Guardian, December 13, 2006, 
http://mg.co.za/article/2006-12-13-mbeki-warns-africa-on-relationship-with-china (accessed June 14, 2016). 



 

41 

 
The inundation of Chinese made goods “just forces everybody to be a little more efficient” 

with effects on local jobs.  

Many South Africans have lost their jobs as a direct result of competition with 

Chinese imports, and South Africa’s unemployment rate has reached 25 percent in recent 

years. As the South African Institute of International Affairs reported, in 1995 the 

manufacturing industry employed 230,000 South Africans and was the country’s sixth 

largest exporter; by 2014, 75,000 to 85,000 jobs had been lost. In Chris Alden and Yu-

Shan Wu’s view, while the state has promoted manufacturing on the surface, it has also 

held onto the belief that manufacturing, especially of textiles, is withering. Rather than 

investing in manufacturing, investment might offset the destructive impact of trade. As a 

solution, Chinese investment in factories and technology transfer might create jobs for 

South Africans.17 As post-apartheid South Africa is one of the most unequal societies in 

the world, the loss of jobs has been intensified by enduring racial and class inequality. 

COSATU remains one of the most vocal critics about free trade with China and 

unemployment.18 One year after the t-shirt protest, the first Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation, a major multilateral convergence on policy and trade, was held in Beijing in 

2006. Leading up to the event, COSATU centered the question of who benefits from 

bilateral trade: 

Even in South-South negotiations however there are conflicting pressures 
as each country’s priority is to defend its particular interests. China is 
looking to Africa to provide more raw materials for its rapidly expanding 
manufacturing industries and is prepared to go to great lengths to secure 
these. South Africa for example has a large trade deficit with China, as it 

                                                
17 Alden and Wu, 22. 
18 For more on the relationships between Chinese and Taiwanese capital and South African labor unions, see 
Hart’s Disabling Globalization. 
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increases its exports of minerals, but imports a growing volume of a range 
of manufactured goods, not only clothing and textiles. This means that 
capital-intensive industries in South Africa are exporting materials for 
China to use in labour-intensive manufacturing industries. They then export 
their products back here at a big profit. In effect this means that we are 
exporting jobs to China.19 
 

COSATU’s narrative warns against “South-South” trade through a zero-sum logic of 

trading Chinese imports for South African jobs. Against the romance of elite projects such 

as BRICS, scholars have called attention to “forces of exploitative Chinese neo-liberalism 

masquerading as South-South cooperation.”20 We might, then, characterize the China-

South Africa trade relations as south-south neoliberal capitalism with the unequal exchange 

of a core-semi-periphery relationship.21 Across South African discourses about trade with 

China, there is a presumed one-to-one correlation between imports and unemployment that 

exacerbates socioeconomic inequality on one hand, and the global inequality of core-semi-

periphery flows of South African resources and Chinese finished goods on the other. 

 
Global Markets and Goods Dumping  

Aside from concerns about job loss, the volume and prices of Chinese goods entering the 

country is another contested aspect about China’s economic presence in South Africa. 

Media and scholarly discourses around the “flooding” and “swamping” of South African 

markets with Chinese goods insinuate “goods dumping,” the undercutting of locally 

produced goods through unfairly priced imports. Importing countries accuse firms for 

                                                
19 COSATU, “China-Africa Trade Agreements,” July 11, 2006, www.cosatu.org.za/show.php?ID=1096 
(accessed June 10, 2016). 
20 Sola Akinrinade and Olukoya Ogen, “Globalization and De-Industrialization: South-South Neo-liberalism 
and the Collapse of the Nigerian Textile Industry,” The Global South 2, no. 2 (2008): 162. 
21 The capitalist world-economy is characterized by the endless accumulation of capital, and a global division 
of labor that governs the flows of capital and labor unevenly between core and periphery nations. The flow 
of surplus value from the periphery to the core is termed unequal exchange. See Immanuel Wallerstein, 
World-Systems Analysis: An Introduction (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2004). 
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dumping “like products,” subsequently driving down local markets. Bilateral trade is 

regulated through institutions like the WTO and GATT around import tariffs, export 

quotas, and other international standards as forms of protection for domestic markets. After 

China ascended to the WTO in 2001, importing nations could implement safeguard clauses 

on certain products until 2008 to protect their markets during the transition. Within only 

one year of joining the WTO, China was the leading country for anti-dumping suits. China 

is frequently classified as a “non-market” or “transitional” economy because the state 

subsidizes production costs for firms.22 In 2004, the Pretoria Declaration elevated the South 

Africa-China relationship to a “strategic partnership” and South Africa granted China 

preferred “market economy” status, which has made it easier for China to export goods 

without charges of dumping.23 

Broader global shifts in apparel manufacturing and exporting have localized in 

African clothing markets. From 1974 to 2005, the Multi-Fiber Agreement (MFA) enabled 

importing industrial countries to set export quotas for different industrializing countries to 

protect their domestic textile industries. U.S. and European markets in the Global North 

could protect their industries from the increasing production coming from the developing 

countries of the Global South, such as newly industrializing Asian countries led by China, 

the world’s largest textile producer since 1995.24 In addition, the MFA had an indirect 

effect of creating regular export markets for smaller producing countries, including African 

                                                
22 Godfrey Yeung and Vincent Mok, “Does WTO Accession Matter for the Chinese Textile and Clothing 
Industry?” Cambridge Journal of Economics 28, no. 6 (2004): 947-48. 
23 Alden and Wu, 8. 
24 Ibid., 938. 
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countries.25 In 1994, the WTO established the Agreements on Textiles and Clothing (ATC) 

to phase out the MFA and export quotas over the next decade, effectively liberalizing the 

global textile and clothing sector. This has profoundly affected African countries and the 

livelihoods of families relying on manufacturing wages.26 

China’s entrance into the WTO and high production capacity since the 1980s has 

presented new competition for African producer nations. In an uneven relationship, Africa 

remains China’s premier destination for cotton while China exports clothing to and relies 

on manufacturing in Africa to access U.S. markets through the African Growth and 

Opportunity Act, which grants market-based African nations duty-free entry to U.S. 

markets.27 At the same time, there are some positive outcomes in flexible production. In an 

interview, Peter Ho remarked, 

the reason the clothing industry impact is growing a little bit in South Africa 
is that they are learning to use the system and not fight the system…the 
Chinese product is brought in here unfinished [precut] and the South 
African companies are finishing it off. So, they’re [South African firms] 
adding value and able to then compete with the finished Chinese good. 
 

The decline of South African apparel manufacturing and influx of Made in China clothing 

are the product of multiple state and multilateral policies and global market shifts. On the 

                                                
25 To elaborate, “Because rich country markets were growing much faster than domestic producers could 
satisfy, a major opening in the clothing market was created — and smaller textile-producing countries found 
a ready market.” Gumusai Mutume, “Loss of textile markets cost Africans jobs,” African Renewal Online, 
April 2006, http://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2006/loss-textile-market-costs-african-jobs 
(accessed June 14, 2016). 
26 The International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation estimated that the phasing out of the 
MFA has cost 250,000 jobs and affecting over a million family members in only a few years in Africa, mostly 
in Lesotho, South Africa, Swaziland, Namibia, Nigeria, Ghana, Malawi, Kenya, Mauritius, Madagascar, and 
Zambia. Ibid. 
27 Between 1979 and 2000, Chinese companies invested in over fifty-eight clothing manufacturers in Africa 
and continued to form new privatized textile mills and factories to take advantage of Africa’s special access 
to U.S. markets. Andrew Brooks, Clothing Poverty: The Hidden World of Fast Fashion and Second-hand 
Clothes (London: Zed Books, 2015), 116, 131. 
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ground to South Africans, Chinese traders and goods “personify” abstract global 

competition for South African businesses and workers.28 

 

Local Retail, Global Competition 

Beyond the Noseweek story, South Africans in the apparel sector have lamented the impact 

of trade with China. Ayesha, an independent fashion designer in Johannesburg, has 

personally felt the reach of China Malls and the increase of Chinese imports. Before filing 

for bankruptcy in 2011, she designed and manufactured in Cape Town for her own label 

that retailed at a chain boutique in South African malls. Later she worked for the South 

African department store Foschini as a designer. When she was trying to liquidate her brand 

by selling to a factory shop, the price they gave her was R20 per garment, only half of the 

cost of her fabric, because of the price points on similar items at China Malls. She has been 

critical of the role state actors and unions have played in creating the conditions for the 

undercutting of prices. Because of government tariffs on imported fabric, she explained, 

My fabric is R40 per meter, excluding VAT [taxes], where there [at the 
China Mall] you can get a fully fashioned complete garment for R40, so 
that’s where we are. Our government unfortunately didn’t realize that the 
levies on fabric is where they should have minimized, so our raw material 
would be cheaper because our manufacturing costs a lot of money. 
 

In this narrative, government trade policies and the low-cost of finished garments at China 

Malls are culpable in undercutting Ayesha in the clothing industry. Ayesha “boycotted” 

China Malls for a long time because of its impact on the fashion industry, claiming that 

                                                
28 See Iyko Day, Alien Capital: Asian Racialization and the Logic of Settler Colonial Capitalism (Durham 
and London: Duke University Press, 2016). 
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they have “taken the bread out of my pocket.” By the time I met her shopping at the China 

Mall, she changed her position to “if you can’t beat them, join them.” 

Narratives about the South African clothing industry are about the decline of 

manufacturing, from the national chain to the local independent designer, and the 

invincible force of global competition from China. Like COSATU’s narrative of job loss 

and imports, they often conflate distinct supply chains and scales of Chinese capital, as if 

the dress for sale at the China Mall is equivalent to the loss of a manufacturing job. Even 

as the goods at China Mall are scapegoated, they are still indirectly implicated in markets 

and processes beyond their direct reach. To illustrate, Mellie is third generation Chinese 

and as she understood it, the “fashion industry began tapering out because a lot of the 

Chinese imports were coming in.” In 1999, she began working for Platinum Group, a major 

fashion group with five brands of upmarket ready-to-wear clothing in retail stores in South 

Africa that downsized considerably, going from its original sixty-eight stores to only five 

by 2015. By 2001, Mellie first noticed brands consolidating, and larger groups like 

Platinum began buying the smaller brands. Trade in apparel from China has considerably 

changed the retail landscape in South Africa by driving down prices on clothing, and in 

turn, forcing designers and retailers to adapt, often by outsourcing production to China. 

The key point is that imported garments from China, regardless of where they are sold, 

have changed price points for the entire industry. Echoing Ayesha’s remarks, the direct 

impact of imported goods have rippled widely, resulting in the demise of local industry: 

By the end of the day it was easier for me to buy something at a China Mall 
because it was so much cheaper than I could make it…my clients were 
complaining to me that the cost of the fabric of this wedding dress costs 
more than the dress itself and you haven’t even made it. So, I guess this 
market is done now. 
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In this understanding, not only did manufacturing move to Chinese factories while trade 

with China brought in a diverse range of imported clothing, but inferior imported clothing 

for sale at the low-end markets at China Malls put pressure on market prices across the 

board. During the recession, China Malls have affected upmarket retailers as consumers 

look for lower-cost goods. Although these processes related to manufacturing, trade, and 

retail are not the same, China Malls are nevertheless implicated in processes and markets 

beyond their immediate reach with effects from manufacturing to retail. 

China Malls have especially presented competition to other ethnic wholesale 

markets such as Oriental Plaza in Fordsburg, a vibrant commercial place that emerged 

when Indian traders were forced to trade there in the 1970s.29 After being away from 

Johannesburg for nearly twenty years, Ayesha closed her business and returned to design 

clothes from a Fordsburg warehouse. Her late father was a long-time fabric importer, 

wholesaler, and retailer at Oriental Plaza, which historically had three hundred fabric shops 

and drew in designers buying fabric every week. Now Oriental Plaza is quieter because 

much wholesale and retail business, especially related to the bridal business, has shifted to 

China Malls. She recounted: 

On a Saturday, the Oriental Plaza would be so packed, everybody would 
come do their shopping there. They would be buying their spices, their 
clothing, whatever. And now on a Saturday morning, you know everyone 
is at the China Mall. And you look at the cars. I mean, when the China Mall 
opened – my mom’s been going there since it opened – it used to be like the 
white elephant, nobody would go there. It was never like it is now. It would 

                                                
29 As Oriental Plaza describes itself, “Today the Oriental Plaza with its unique open-air atmosphere not only 
attracts people from Gauteng and surrounding areas but also visitors from all over the continent. The Plaza 
is unpretentious, under-stated and modern. Although it is known for its exotic variety of fabrics sold at 
discount prices, not everyone realizes that it’s also a prime shopping destination of you are looking to by 
unique artifacts, textiles, jewellery, leather goods and crafts.” http://www.orientalplaza.co.za/about (accessed 
June 1, 2018). 
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be quiet, and you would go in and today there’s a store; tomorrow you go 
in there and the store’s not there anymore.  

 
Thus, China Malls are located in a changing landscape of ethnic and immigrant 

wholesaling in Johannesburg, which is evident on a smaller scale in the rivalry between 

Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani traders at China Malls.30  

It is important to recognize the heterogeneity of supply chains of Chinese goods in 

South Africa, from the South African branded garments that are manufactured in China 

and fill high-end South African department stores, to the lower-end garments sold in China 

Malls and the variety of non-apparel goods – the plastic wares, housewares, toys, 

electronics – available in every corner of the retail economy. Their conflation as one in the 

same speaks to the power of Made in China as a national brand and imagined force of 

globalization. To reiterate, regardless of their supply chains, these goods are entangled with 

South African state policies around outsourcing, global developments in markets and trade, 

and the lack of economic prosperity among the historically disenfranchised citizenry. 

While the plastic toys or even clothing for sale at the China Mall are not necessarily directly 

related to the decline in textile manufacturing and job loss in South Africa, their perception 

is otherwise. They are frequently imagined as akin to the t-shirts in the ABSA stadium. Not 

inert objects, the commodities and malls are signs of Chinese capital penetrating South 

African markets. In a different register, China Malls and Chinese goods are part of the post-

apartheid democratization of consumption and seeking the good life as an exercise of 

freedom. 

 

                                                
30 While Chinese traders sell clothing, electronics, shoes, and household items, Indian and Pakistani traders 
complementarily sell fabrics, curtains, jewelry, and household goods, commodities South Asian traders 
have historically sold in Johannesburg. 
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The Post-Apartheid Politics of the China Mall 

Race and Consumption in South Africa 

Consumption, labor, and commercial transactions are imbued with culturally and 

historically specific social meaning and shaped by race, class, ethnicity, citizenship, and 

gender. Malls are contested sites of social belonging and located in racial terrains. South 

Africa has the sixth most malls per capita in the world.31 There are smaller local and 

regional malls, and what journalist Fred DeVries has called the “megamall,” the sprawling 

suburban American-style mall. Johannesburg has six megamalls, and in 2016, the Mall of 

Africa, located outside of Johannesburg, opened to become the largest mall in Africa. As 

Sarah Nuttall and Achille Mbembe observe about Johannesburg: 

New geographies of retailing and consumption are redefining the economic 
and cultural horizons of contemporary Johannesburg. Its consumer spaces 
(the department store, the mall, and the casino) can be read, as elsewhere, 
as ‘symbolic and metaphoric territories’…it is a city where historical 
structures of racial inequality are simultaneously being sedimented and 
unbundled; in which conceptions of race are being reinterrogated and 
remade; and in which cosmopolitanism resides, flourishes, or lies 
dormant.32  
 

The China Mall is a new development in the historic racialized geographies of retailing, 

wholesaling, and the racialized politics of access to consumer goods, a “symbolic and 

metaphoric territory” that makes China’s presence in South Africa tangible through 

consumption.   

                                                
31 Joan Muller, “Mall mania: Why the boom is losing steam,” Financial Mail, October 22, 2015, 
http://www.financialmail.co.za/coverstory/2015/10/22/mall-mania-why-the-boom-is-losing-steam 
(accessed June 24, 2016). 
32 Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall, “Introduction: Afropolis,” in Johannesburg: The Elusive Metropolis, 
eds. Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 25. 
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DeVries contends that the megamall is a superficial instantiation of the Rainbow 

Nation, the hegemonic dream of a united, multiracial, reconciled South Africa after the end 

of apartheid. De Vries aptly remarks, “If the Apartheid Museum is the yin of the new era, 

then the shopping mall is the yang…Perhaps a heavily scarred country like South Africa 

does need a milk form of amnesia, with consuming as a healing power.”33 With 

international brands on display, the megamall, best encapsulated in the luxury mall Sandton 

City, represents the national project of South Africa shining on a world stage, fulfilling a 

desire for the “global” inflected with “first worldness” that attracts South Africa’s diverse 

citizenry. Despite the inaccessibility of Sandton City for people who rely on “small cash” 

and public transportation, they nevertheless visit the mall, looking but not buying anything. 

Sandton City becomes an “unplanned example of the Rainbow Nation” whereby a mix of 

“Afrikaaners, Indians, Couloureds, and Blacks” superficially coexists in the megamall.34 

Although South Africa is three-quarters black, comprising a majority of purchasing power 

at Sandton City, up until the 2007 opening of Maponya mall in Soweto, there were no 

“black malls” in Johannesburg. The editor of SA Shopping magazine explains this paradox: 

“But if you cater purely for blacks, you chase away whites—and the blacks even more. It 

all boils down to new aspirations….You have the people, but a crappy environment. They 

want to be seen with wealthy whites, rubbing shoulders with that version of South 

Africa.”35 The megamall space for poor and working-class people of color is one of 

aspiration for the social capital of whiteness at luxury and upscale malls. As malls index 

                                                
33 Fred De Vries, “Megamalls, Generic City,” in Johannesburg: The Elusive Metropolis, eds. Achille 
Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 302, 304. 
34 Ibid., 303-304. 
35 Ibid., 305. 



 

51 

social belonging, De Vries claims, “The development of the mall will remain the perfect 

barometer for the new South Africa.”36  

Compared to the megamall, the China Mall is a fuller realization of the multiracial 

post-apartheid Rainbow Nation. In the context of widespread xenophobia, the China Mall 

is a remarkable site of collective life and difference: Chinese, Pakistani, and Indian traders 

and tenants; undocumented Zimbabwean and Malawian workers; and Nigerian and black 

South African security guards. Among the diverse visitors, there are two categories of 

wholesale and retail consumers. Each day, Chinese, Indian, African, and white 

entrepreneurs load up their bakkies and trucks with wholesale goods to bring back to their 

stalls and shops in the Western or Eastern Cape, Limpopo, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, and 

Angola.37 Every weekend and during public holidays, a diverse middle- and working-class 

South African consumer public fills the expansive parking lot: white Afrikaner, black 

South African, Indian, and Coloured families from Johannesburg and its neighboring 

towns. Among the China Mall’s diverse frequenters, the majority are working-class black 

South Africans in search of affordable goods. Each China Mall has distinctive features that 

make new cosmopolitan publics possible. For instance, China City has a prayer room for 

Indian and Pakistani traders and Malawian shop workers, becoming an unexpected site of 

community and congregation. Attracting tenants and customers, the food court is 

comprised of restaurants in repurposed shipping containers serving Chinese, South Asian, 

and South African food. Through a variety of languages, playful banter, bartering, and 

                                                
36 Ibid., 306. 
37 See Tanya Zack Development Planners with Urban Works and Progressus Research & Development 
Consultancy, “Cross Border Shopping in Johannesburg’s Inner City,” prepared for Johannesburg Inner City 
Partnership, October 2017, http://www.jicp.org.za/news/cross-border-shopping-joburg-cbd/ (accessed April 
14, 2018). 
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conflicts between customers, shop workers, and traders create the daily vibrancy and 

cosmopolitan feel of the mall. 

Understanding the China Mall in South Africa’s politics of consumption requires 

situating them within the history of race and modern consumption during colonial rule and 

apartheid in South Africa, which continues to shape contemporary consumption. Historian 

Deborah Posel posits that there was “an historically constitutive relationship between the 

workings of race and the regulation of consumption.” As Posel explains, the “racial order 

was, in part, a way of regulating people’s aspirations, interests and powers as consumers,” 

thus racializing the desire to consume and making consumption a technology of race.38 

Race and consumption have operated together differently at various times. During the 

segregationist regime in the early twentieth century when legal racial categories were less 

fixed, “racial differences were hierarchically constituted in accordance with hierarchies of 

social status and standing,” namely around norms of respectability and civilization. Thus 

“material possessions and their display” on the body were “crucial pieces of evidence for 

racial classification” as “native” and “non-native,” which had far-reaching impacts on 

mobility between township and city. During apartheid, the importance of status conferring 

consumption lost some effect as racial classification was rigidly defined and strictly 

enforced in all aspects of public and private life. While mass consumerism expanded during 

this time, the state curtailed possibilities for black consumption. Being black became 

associated with certain types of food, crockery, furniture, and transport, while those who 

could access “white” items were paradoxically praised for their taste and seen as 

                                                
38 Deborah Posel, “Races to Consume: Revisiting South Africa’s History of Race, Consumption and the 
Struggle for Freedom,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 33, no. 2 (2010): 160. 
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suspicious.39 This racial history underpins contemporary consumption and the imagining 

of freedom as the freedom to consume. 

After the end of apartheid, black South Africans who were historically 

disenfranchised through credit apartheid were now receiving more employment 

opportunities and higher wages in unionized public sectors.40 The 2003 passage of the 

Black Economic Empowerment Act created a class of black middle-class conspicuous 

consumers. Advertising agencies and commercial market research organizations invented 

and popularized the “black diamond” to profile this new class. Deborah James notes that 

“Where under apartheid the state was the agent responsible for categorizing people so as 

better to divide and govern them, it is now corporations that pigeonhole people so as better 

to market goods and services to them.”41 Conspicuous consumption among black South 

Africans resonates with notions of freedom, as “black acquisition” has an “emancipatory 

significance.” As an example, at the opening of Maponya Mall in Soweto in 2007, the first 

black-owned mall in Johannesburg, Nelson Mandela was in attendance, and the developer 

championed, “while politicians fought for the liberation of the country, I was fighting for 

the liberation of our economy.”42 Posel elaborates, “if blackness was produced as in part a 

restricted regime of consumption, the politics of enrichment could readily adopt the 

discourse and symbolism of emancipation.”43 The desire for material prosperity has not 

been without its critics. In 2006 President Mbeki rebuked, “The meaning of freedom has 

                                                
39 Ibid., 166-67, 173. 
40 Ibid., 158. 
41 Deborah James, Money from Nothing: Indebtedness and Aspiration in South Africa (Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press, 2014), 38. 
42 Posel, 172-73. 
43 Posel, 173. 
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come to be defined, not by the seemingly ethereal and therefore intangible gift of liberty, 

but by the designer labels on the clothes we wear, the cars we drive, the spaciousness of 

our houses and our yards.”44 During this heyday of conspicuous consumption in the early 

2000s was the emergence of the China Mall. For working-class black South Africans, 

China Malls have appeared as alternatives to megamalls and local township malls within 

the racialized consumer spaces in South Africa. The China Mall becomes an accessible site 

for obtaining the good life and is imbued with an emancipatory significance. 

In addition to this history of race and consumption, among older generations of 

South Africans, the China Mall recalls another history of Chinese shops during apartheid. 

I met cab driver Paki on my way to a China Mall outside of Cape Town. From a Coloured 

family from District Six, Paki identified as “indigenous to South Africa” and part of the 

“struggling majority.” During apartheid, Chinese and Japanese were differently classified 

as “Coloured” and “honorary whites.”45 For Paki, the experience of apartheid imparted a 

feeling of solidarity with Chinese, distinguishing Chinese and Japanese as “blacks of the 

East” and “whites of the East.” He recounted growing up in the townships during apartheid 

and fondly remembered both Chinese and Indian spaza shops, convenience stores that 

operated in townships and homeland areas under the Group Areas Act. These shops were 

“very instrumental with assisting with the struggling majority” by providing essential 

goods at affordable prices and allowing bartering. While China Malls and Chinese traders 

arrived after the end of apartheid, the apartheid history of restricted consumption and 

memory of the Chinese spaza shop continues to imprint on them. 

                                                
44 Mbeki quoted in Posel, 159. 
45 For the different racialization of Chinese and Japanese during apartheid, see Yoon J. Park, A Matter of 
Honour: Being Chinese in South Africa (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2009). 
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Knock-Off Mall 

If the megamall is the “original,” the China Mall is its “knock-off” with respect to the 

availability of fake goods for sale and its similar yet different aesthetics and operation. 

Achille Mbembe’s suggestion of “Johannesburg’s mimetic structure” is useful in thinking 

about the China Mall as a “knock-off” mall in form: “By mimesis, we should understand a 

capacity to identify oneself or establish similarities with something else while at the same 

time inventing something original.” The China Mall’s mimetic character allows it to 

develop an “aura of its own, its uniqueness.”46 The China Mall is therefore not necessarily 

the less valued copy. The concept of mimesis opens up the radical possibilities of the China 

Mall’s alterity as a site of consumption while questioning the virtues of the original mall. 

 

 
 Figure 1.2 China City’s “synthetic spacetime.” 

The most distinctive characteristic, China Malls, branded as “a taste of China,” 

distinguish themselves from mainstream megamalls through self-Orientalization. Similar 

to megamalls, casinos, and other leisure sites that create fake surface representations of 

                                                
46 Achille Mbembe, “Aesthetics of Superfluity,” in Johannesburg: The Elusive Metropolis, eds. Achille 
Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 39. 
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European or American elsewheres, China Malls construct Chinese “synthetic spacetimes.” 

Conjuring the faraway and exotic, red and gold paper lanterns dangle from the ceiling, 

while pagoda accents and murals of dragons and Chinese characters decorate the interior 

and exterior walls. Some malls create fake streets for their various wings: Guangzhou 

Street, Beijing Street, Shanghai Street, and the like. Cultural performances and decorations 

for Chinese New Year double as a point of community for Chinese tenants and tourist 

experience for African visitors.47 

China Malls are also known for their commercial informality. The shops exhibit a 

mix of formal and informal practices. The register is often a pile of cash in a drawer, and 

receipts are handwritten and upon request. Each shop has a “no refund, no exchange” sign 

as traders are eager to unload their stock to customers, knowing they may be faulty 

products. Unlike the fixed printed price labels and sale items at mainstream retailers, there 

are rarely price stickers or barcodes on goods because of the fast turnover from container 

to shelf to consumer, and the dynamism of prices that comes with a hyper-competitive 

market. Bartering is part of the shopping experience; commercial transactions become “an 

opportunity for haggling, with all the consequent cultural rhetorical fluencies that are called 

into play.”48 

China Malls are distinct in their design, adapting the Chinese wholesale mall form 

to Johannesburg. Writing about Chinese wholesale malls in Yiwu, Mark Jackson argues 

that they are part exhibition, part market, and part shopping mall with a particular way of 

                                                
47 On the “Chinese brand” of these commercial spaces, see Tu Huynh, T. “China Town Malls in South Africa 
in the 21st Century: Ethnic Chinatowns or Chinese State Projects?” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 27, 
no. 1 (2018): 28-54. 
48 Ato Quayson, Oxford Street: City Life and Itineraries of Transnationalism (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2014), 24, 28. 
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displaying the commodity. Making the China Mall distinct from its normative counterparts, 

the mall is a visual and commodity field characterized by abundance, repetition, exhibition, 

informality, and standardization, and cultivates particular visual practices for looking at 

commodities.49 Likewise, at the Johannesburg China Mall, navigating the mall becomes 

rather systematic as shops are identified by block and number like street addresses rather 

than name. Whereas mainstream malls have anchor department stores to act as hubs, the 

China Mall has no anchor; instead, blocks or phases (e.g. A274, A275, A276) signpost the 

shops. As traders are direct importers of a type of good – shoes, small commodities (xiao 

shangpin), party goods, footwear – the shops, too, act as one kind of “market”: AAA 

Cellular (or SK Cellular, ZCR Cellular etc.), LHC Trading, Happy Shopping, Hardware, 

and Much Better Goods, and so forth. Inside, the narrow shop aisles are bursting with stock 

and the same items appear at shop after shop, creating an overwhelming sensory experience 

of surplus and sameness. The mall environment is highly competitive with a culture of 

secrecy among the tenants because of sourcing from the same importers in Johannesburg, 

and the rampant practice of Chinese traders copying one another’s stock to see what sells 

well. To curb copying, many shops hang a Mandarin sign in the window reading “if you 

do the same business, do not enter” (tongchang bu jin chu) while photography of stock is 

mostly prohibited.  

 

                                                
49 See Jackson. 
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Figure 1.3 Shine, superfluity, and commodity display. 
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As the modern shopping mall has been described in terms of an arcade, the China 

Mall is decisively anti-Benjamin without the expected pleasure of strolling through 

elaborate glass displays of carefully styled goods. There is no ambient music, dome, atrium, 

or fake basilica simulating luxury. The high vaulted ceilings, abundant natural light, and 

reflective, modern white surfaces, and gold accents of the megamall sharply contrast with 

the China Mall’s cracking tile floors, grey walls, industrial ceilings, florescent lighting, 

dusty lanterns, and cardboard and garbage overflowing into the walkway. Many shops are 

vacant with a handwritten “To Let” sign taped to the window, while the debris of what was 

before is in plain sight. As Jackson writes about the Chinese wholesale mall in Yiwu, 

“despite being described as ‘a paradise and ocean for shoppers,’ and despite being a centre 

for commodity consumption, [it] is not a fantasy constructing space.”50 Likewise, the China 

Mall is not a space of fantasy, or at least a normative one. The goods are organized on the 

shelves as a matter of pragmatism, not to appeal to aspirations and aesthetics. With the 

exception of styled mannequins in the windows of apparel shops, window displays are 

often papered over with newspaper to prevent nosey competitors from peering inside.  

The packaging at China Malls is minimal and free of logos, the goods simply 

shrink-wrapped or sold out of the cardboard box in which they arrived. While at upscale 

malls people showcase their consumer identities through branded bags, bags at China Malls 

are nondescript plastic bags, and the shops and commodities are indistinguishable without 

the added value of the brand. From the perspective of end-user consumption, the China 

Mall exhibits commodities “as they are,” providing an aesthetic experience that allows a 

clearer view of commodities “as commodities.” Instead of obfuscating global commodity 

                                                
50 Ibid., 51. 
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chains, China Malls foreground their global circulation and the labor involved in 

distributing commodities. What mainstream malls hide in backrooms, cardboard boxes 

imprinted with Made in China clutter the corridors, and shipping containers find new 

purposes as on-site warehouse storage, making circuits of global trade plainly visible.  

As scholars note, “Shine and luster tend to block the view of things, while at the 

same time inviting fetishistic adherence.”51 While the China Mall may not be a normative 

fantasy space or lack the shine of an arcade, its difference is full of possibility. China Malls 

incite pleasure and wonder. Within these shops overburdened with plastic stuff, there is the 

pleasure of “stuff.” In the context of luxury leisure spaces in Johannesburg, Mbembe has 

written about the “aesthetics of superfluity”:  

“…superfluity does not refer only to the aesthetics of surfaces and 
quantities, and to how such an aesthetics is premised on the capacity of 
things to hypnotize, overexcite, or paralyze the senses. To my mind, 
superfluity refers also to the dialectics of indispensability and expendability 
of both labor and life, people and things. It refers to the obfuscation of any 
exchange or use value that labor might have, and to the emptying of any 
meaning that might be attached to the act of measurement of quantification 
itself…52 
 
The malls, with an excess of stuff literally spilling off of the shelves and into the 

walkways, participate in this aesthetic of superfluity and fantasy of abundance and variety. 

China Malls, with their aesthetics of superfluity and the global imaginaries they conjure 

are in excess of the unmarked whiteness and orderliness of megamalls. For instance, at the 

gleaming and immaculate newly constructed Oriental City, the backdrop for the elevator 

takes visitors on an upward China-Africa journey. Along the diptych, mall goers start at 

                                                
51 Tom Holert, Julieta Aranda, Brian Kuan Wood, and Anton Vidokle, “Editorial – ‘Politics of Shine,’” e-
flux journal 61 (2015): 1. 
52 Mbembe, 38. 
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the bottom with sunny views of Cape Town’s Table Mountain and world-class stadium and 

end up at the top of Shanghai’s splendid evening skyline. Moreover, the ubiquitous 

presence of shipping containers at these malls and the global connection they symbolize is 

significant. Jackson writes, “the container and its standardized, boxed contents signify a 

competitive capacity to participate in the horizon of networked modernity, a participation 

which subtends the virtual promise contained within the boxes themselves.”53 As a globally 

connected world of its own, the China Mall, beholds the promise of inclusion into the post-

apartheid good life and a China-centered global modernity. 

 

 
Figure 1.4 Shipping containers as warehouse storage at China City. 

 

The Politics of Fong Kong 

Low Quality Fakes 

China Malls are arguably the one-stop shop for all things fake in Johannesburg: the iconic 

Louis Vuitton logo and Burberry plaid pattern reprinted on napkins, scarves, and 

pantyhose; Chanel and Yves St. Laurent insignia emblazoned on cotton-polyester shirts; 

Chanel and Gucci handbag replicas; knock-off Nike shoes and Rayban sunglasses; designer 

                                                
53 Jackson, 49. 
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fragrance dupes in generic spray bottles; blue, red, and brown tablets of knock-off Viagra; 

and pirated DVDs of Hollywood movies still showing in theaters. Branded copies are 

among the most profitable commodities, but also at risk for confiscation by SARS and 

brand agents who regularly visit the mall. 

Chinese goods are firmly part of the South African cultural milieu with their own 

moniker Fong Kong.54 Fong Kong applies to all low-cost and low-quality goods for sale at 

China Malls, not only counterfeits, and has an array of meanings: cheap, low-quality, not 

original, knock-off, generic, counterfeit, not real, and fake. Fong Kong has multiple 

valences. As Ackbar Abbas writes, “morally speaking, faking is a form of cheating; 

economically speaking, it is a form of theft. From an aesthetic point of view, the objection 

is that the fake is never as well made as the genuine article. Its social value, too, is highly 

dubious, as it can be seen to be a form of pretension.”55 By analyzing discourses of Fong 

Kong and the logic of fakery, Chinese goods are objects where the politics of China are 

locally contested. 

The Hunger Boyz’s 1998 breakout kwaito hit “Fong Kong” is credited with 

ushering the term into the South African popular culture and lexicon. In an interview with 

the Mail & Guardian in 2010, Senyaka of the Hunger Boyz reflects,  

We wrote this song as a protest against what the Chinese were doing to the 
black man…We were like, how could they come here and do this when we 
were hosting them so well. They would sell you takkies [sneakers] that were 
like rotting pieces of meat. In two weeks the things would just literally rot 
on your feet.56 

                                                
54 Alternately, the goods are called “Zing Zong” in Zimbabwe. While I did not hear this term used, they might 
be considered shanzai, meaning a mountain stockade of goods and referring to imitation, counterfeit, off-
brand low-quality goods and parodies in China. 
55 Abbas, 251-252. 
56 Kwanele Sosibo, “Fong Kong hits a chord,” Mail & Guardian, July 16, 2010, http://mg.co.za/article/2010-
07-16-fong-kong-hits-a-chord/ (accessed June 17, 2015). 
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Fong Kong does not only mean counterfeit, but also low-cost and low-quality. In a 

narrative similar to Senyaka’s, Frank, an employee of Johannesburg’s very first China Mall 

recounted: 

By that time the Chinese were bringing the cheap stuff, which is no good at 
all in quality...it was very cheap and bad. That’s where the word comes 
from. It doesn’t mean that all Chinese is selling Fong Kong. And it doesn’t 
mean that everything from China is Fong Kong. There is Fong Kong and 
then there is something that is not Fong Kong at all. Still, that’s why people 
are still buying from Chinese, because not all Chinese is selling Fong Kong.  
 

Even though China produces a wide range of goods varying in quality, since introduced in 

the late 1990s, all Chinese goods have been conflated with the low-end class of Fong Kong 

exports. Chinese goods are imbued with a constellation of geopolitical and economic 

narratives about China and South Africa. To this point, Frank continued:  

After 1994, Chinese came with cheap, cheap, cheap, very bad stuff. And 
that’s why people said Fong Kong in South Africa. But some Chinese are 
bringing good quality stuff. Now they are bringing good stuff because 
COSATU [was] fighting for those things. Chinese, even if we are Africans, 
we are poor, you cannot just bring something that is not worth it. You need 
something that is better quality, so Chinese started to change, bringing good 
things.  
 

In this narrative, the arrival of goods began with the end of apartheid. In an oppositional 

dynamic, pressure from organized labor successfully pushed back on the new post-

apartheid Chinese economic presence. In addition, in a global hierarchy, low-quality goods 

have been dumped onto African markets, as if African consumers are less deserving of 

quality goods and consumer protections. 

These sentiments about temporality and value have endured in the everyday 

discourse of Fong Kong at the China Mall. For instance, a Zimbabwean shop worker 

defined it as “fake, it doesn’t last long.” A Malawian shop worker at China City described 
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Fong Kong as “something that is not original, something cheap…something that you 

cannot use for a long time.” Aptly pointing out the profitability of selling poorly made 

goods, he deduced, “Chinese brought those things to Africa so that we can…buy and use, 

buy and use.” As irked or upset traders felt when customers called their goods Fong Kong, 

these accusations were not necessarily untrue. In violation of the 2009 South African 

Consumer Protection Act, shops at China Malls have a “no refund, no exchange, no 

guarantee” policy.57 Running on small profit margins with shoddy wares, traders refuse to 

make exchanges and returns, and instead, blame consumers for buying the goods they sell. 

Jesse, a Taiwanese trader at China City who sold clothes, admitted 

Made in China, you buy another one and China product is cheap products 
and rubbish. But I said to them [customers] you can’t blame me, you can’t 
blame Chinese people, because you guys [customers] are looking for 
bargain and you guys don’t want to pay, you always want to buy cheap 
thing, so you must know cheap thing is short life. 
 

Notably, Chinese traders did not shop at China Malls. Instead, they shopped at Eastgate 

Mall near Chinatown, one of Johannesburg’s six megamalls and which they regarded as a 

“white mall.” 

Fong Kong is difficult to define because it is a conglomeration of abstractions – 

quality, authenticity, original, real, and fake – that shift between contexts and perspectives. 

These properties of Chinese goods are floating signifiers or qualisigns. A qualisign is a 

moving target with multiple materializations that “can do little on its own until it is 

materialized through people, objects, words, and other reified forms. Yet once actualized 

through a particular thing, it also inevitably becomes entangled with the other features of 

                                                
57 This act is administered by the Department of Trade and Industry that seeks to ensure consumers rights to 
“safe, good quality goods” and grants returns and refunds for up to one year after purchase with a receipt.  
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whatever material form it inhabits.”58 As immaterial as Fong Kong seems, it does have 

material qualities, and indeed, fakeness is felt. In a string of associations, Jerry, a security 

guard with experience with Chinese goods from his hometown in Nigeria, equated Fong 

Kong with both fake and weak: “Anything Chinese in Nigeria we call Fong Kong because 

we believe it’s fake. We believe it’s fake because everything Chinese make, they make it 

weak.” With the hot weather in Nigeria, he preferred to wear “light” clothing, but was 

distrustful of clothing from China. Commenting on its material form, “when they [Chinese 

traders] coming with their goods, we see that it’s too light. When it’s too light, we look at 

it like this thing is fake. So, we call it Fong Kong.” In this explanation of Fong Kong, the 

garment is fake because of the haptic materiality of the fabric, a common reference point 

for evaluating Chinese goods. To give another example, an African woman who connects 

faraway wholesale clients with goods at China Malls notes, “I’m their eyes and hands in 

Johannesburg. Because you must touch and feel for quality.”59 Thus, fake and quality are 

visual and tactile, inviting a mode of inspection in interacting with the goods and the people 

who sell them. Fong Kong invites a mode of interaction with goods as suspect – as 

disingenuous in originality or quality – and is inseparable from the racialization of Asians 

as duplicitous, a point to which I will return. 

 
Faking Authentic Brands, Copying African Originals  

It is no coincidence that the term Fong Kong sounds akin to Hong Kong, an iconic city of 

Chinese modernity and one of the world’s leading markets for counterfeit luxury items. 

                                                
58 Julie Y. Chu, Cosmologies of Credit: Transnational Mobility and the Politics of Destination in China 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), 14-15. 
59 Tanya Zack with photographs by Mark Lewis, Johannesburg, Made in China (Johannesburg: Fourth Wall 
Books, 2017), 1. 
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The fake is always the illegitimate copy of the real, authentic, original, and branded. As 

Fan Yang points out, the fake is bound up with the real: “derivative of the brand, the 

counterfeit remains metonymically as well as materially linked to it.” Yang adds, 

Without some kind of reference to the brand, the ‘legit,’ the authentic, the 
genuine, the counterfeit cannot constitute itself as such. Its identity only 
comes into being through exchange, which depends on the recognition of 
counterfeit as relational to the IPR [intellectual property regime] protected, 
authorized branded commodity.60 
 

As copies of branded commodities, Fong Kong goods operate within this regime of value. 

As one China City employee put it, Fong Kong is the difference between “a good brand or 

an imitation of the real thing.” However, the meaning of Fong Kong is more complicated 

than real or fake. During my interview with Baba, a security guard fluent in scam culture 

from Nigeria, pointed to my iPhone 6: “There is some phone, they [Chinese firms] do like 

this exactly, and it is not quality. But when you see it, you think, same, it’s Apple…That 

is what they used to call Fong Kong.” Yet more than counterfeit, Fong Kong meant “it’s 

not quality, but it can work…maybe not 100 percent…when they check the quality, maybe 

50 percent, 60 percent.” Among counterfeit products, fakeness as quality existed on a 

spectrum of low to high, and not a binary of fake or real. 

Fong Kong is often characterized by an excessive and obvious fakeness that boldly 

calls into question the value of the original luxury brand. Lauren Beukes writes in Zoo City, 

a novel set in Johannesburg, “I notice a D&G logo on his vest, so subtle as to be the real 

makhoya. Fong Kong goods tend to shout their fake labels as loud as they can.”61 In the 

late capitalist moment of the “hyperreal,” distinctions between the original, copy, and fake 

                                                
60 Fan Yang, Faked in China: Nation Branding, Counterfeit Culture, and Globalization (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2015), 17. 
61 Lauren Beukes, Zoo City (Johannesburg: Jacana, 2010), 167. 
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are blurred. Abbas remarks, “The problem of the contemporary fake is not how close the 

fake is to the original, but how close the original is to the fake.”62 Arjun Appadurai, 

expanding on Walter Benjamin, writes, “copies, forgeries, and fakes…do not threaten the 

aura [of the original] but seek to partake in it.”63 While Fong Kong does refer to high quality 

counterfeits, it also refers to fakes that are far off the mark.64 Fong Kong’s subversive 

potential is its excessive fakeness that not only questions the racial and classed dimensions 

of exclusivity, but eschews the authenticity expected of copies. 

 

 
Figure 1.5 Counterfeit shoes and bags, Chinese copies of African crafts and clothing. 

                                                
62 Abbas, 254. 
63 Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Oolitics of Value,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 
45. 
64 As Verónica Gago notes about mass counterfeiting in Buenos Aires, “The consumption of counterfeit 
trademarked clothing disrupts the trademark’s prestige as a sign of exclusivity, while it demonstrates how 
that exclusivity is predicated on a restricted classist exhibition…its value is subverted or devalued.” Verónica 
Gago, Neoliberalism from Below: Popular Pragmatics and Baroque Economies, trans. Liz Mason-Deese 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017), 41. 
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The distinction between fake branded items and copies of “African goods” are also 

a moral and aesthetic flashpoint for questions about cultural appropriation and authenticity, 

and where to draw the line of what can be copied. China Malls abound with beaded 

figurines and jewelry in the realm of “traditional handicraft,” dashikis, Zulu fashions, 

hijabs, and scarves. Ayesha pointed out, “with African stuff it’s a handicraft, you see it’s 

done by hand, but in China everything’s mass produced so it becomes just mass. You can 

see the difference.” With an upsurge in Chinese copies of traditional African fabrics, Da 

Gama Textile, the leading South African producer of shweshwe, sought to educate 

consumers: “There are some (primarily Chinese) manufacturers who do try to copy 

shweshwe but have not been successful in duplicating the starchy feel of the original 

shweshwe to which customers remain loyal.”65 In contrast, a Senegalese worker pointed 

out that the Chinese produced dashiki was not a copy; there is “no original, no fake” 

because it is not a branded design, but belongs to the continent. Brian Spooner writes, 

“Authenticity is a form of cultural discrimination projected onto objects. But it does not in 

fact inhere in the object but derives from our concern with it.”66 Similarly, Nina Sylvanus 

remarks, “What defines authenticity in this case lies in the observer’s gaze and not in the 

object itself.”67 The notion of authenticity and ability for Chinese to mass-produce what is 

“African” is at the center of these disputes. In this grey area, Fong Kong opens up questions 

about intellectual property and cultural authenticity. 

 

                                                
65 “About Us,” http://www.dagama.co.za/pages/about-us/ (accessed July 1, 2016). 
66 Brian Spooner, “Weavers and dealers: the authenticity of an oriental carpet,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 
226. 
67 Sylvanus, 205. 
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Minor Cosmopolitanism 

Fong Kong discourses emphasize what Chinese goods lack in brand, authenticity, and 

quality. However, Chinese goods are not inferior copies or derivative of African styles, but 

part of a minor cosmopolitan aesthetic. In invoking the minor, I am referring to how “the 

minority and the diasporic live within the space of increasing global integration” and the 

“recognition of the creative interventions that networks of minoritized cultures produce 

within and across national boundaries.”68 Illustrative of minor cosmopolitanism is the 

streetwear for sale at China Malls. Chinese made street fashion is not merely a copy of 

designer goods but is a recognized style in its own right as the clothes circulate throughout 

Johannesburg’s sartorial landscape. Ethiopian and Senegalese traders in the CBD source 

apparel from China Malls.  

In Sharp Sharp, Tudor Caradoc-Davies describes the “colorful, humorous and 

effective” aesthetics of the “gritty streets where the majority of South Africa’s population 

shops within the informal economy” in contradistinction to the bland styles of the “21st 

century mall.” In a country with eleven official languages, “The lingua franca of this 

melting pot is more often than not English. The spellings are often phonetic and of 

secondary importance anyway. It’s the promise and the imagery that you’re selling.”69 A 

Tanzanian shop worker told me, “The Chinese are very clever” while showing me several 

designs that Chinese pioneered such as Dope Shit, YMCB, and Cash Time Life. Hybrids 

                                                
68 Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih, “Introduction: Thinking Through the Minor, Transnationally,” Minor 
Transnationalism, eds. Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2005), 7. 
69 Tudor Caradoc-Davies, “Introduction,” Sharp Sharp: South Africa Street Style, ed. Ed Suter (Cape Town: 
Quiver Tree Publications, 2012), n.p. 
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of African and African American street style were popular, such as Nike Airs with African 

prints and colors, Kanye West’s line, and snapback caps.  

 

 
Figure 1.6 Johannesburg streetwear at China Malls. 

On such Chinese “shanzhai garments,” scholars note the “poetics of appropriation” 

and their text: “Cheaply made, the shanzhai garment exudes a tone of glamour, 

extravagance, and quality—everything which it physically lacks.” Like the garments at the 

China Mall, they feature humorous statements cut from search engines, translation 

programs, and anonymous designers to avoid copyright infringement. A form of minor 

cosmopolitanism, “By evading translation, these phrases defy homogenizing attempts to 

gloss over irregularity and difference.”70 The radical potential of Fong Kong lies in its 

potential for minor cosmopolitanism and subversion of dominant aesthetics. 

 
                                                
70 Ming Lin and Alex Tatarsky, “The Shanzhai Lyric,” New Inquiry, http://thenewinquiry.com/essays/the-
shanzhai-lyric/ (accessed November 9, 2015). 
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Asian Racialization: Unlawful Traders and Plastic Junk  

In November 2012, the South African magazine Noseweek ran a cover story titled “Howzit 

China?” on Chinese migrant shopkeepers.71 The article indexes dominant views around 

China’s expanding everyday presence in South Africa since the early 2000s and captures a 

distinct rhetoric of China Peril in South Africa that remain today. Its depictions of Chinese 

traders illustrate the dimensions of what Iyko Day has called the “economic modalities of 

Asian racialization.” The story begins: 

In the last five years, more than 6,000 Chinese shops have popped up in 
every dorp of South Africa, effectively forming the country’s biggest-ever 
chain store…it amounts to a largely unlawful enterprise that threatens to 
destroy local commerce and cost the taxman billions. Suddenly there’s a 
Chinese shop (maybe three) in every suburb, village and town in South 
Africa. Every single one. 
 

The story deploys yellow peril tropes of proliferation, influx, and invasion through goods 

dumping, chain migration, and reproduction. The story appeals to the fear of exponential 

growth and the idea of a foreign “numerical mass” or “invading multitude” of migrant 

traders and plastic wares, linking mass immigration with mass production.72 Noseweek 

reports: “Visualise it: 12,000 couples equals 24,000 young, start-up Chinese shopkeepers 

who have managed to enter, settle and work in South Africa, most of them in 2006. That’s 

240 Boeing-loads of would-be Chinese shopkeepers.” On the perils of chain migration, it 

notes, “(From one pioneer in the ‘Chen’ family, there are today 172 members of the same 

family scattered across Lesotho doing various types of trading.)” Alluding to the fertility 

                                                
71 “Howzit China?” Noseweek, issue 157, November 1, 2012, http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/Howz 
it-China? (accessed May 25, 2016). 
72 Colleen Lye, America’s Asia: Racial Form and American Literature, 1893-1945 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005), 10; Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 1996), 18. 
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of “young couples” and featuring images of young women and babies, the story fixates on 

reproduction, writing “it is common to find a toddler scooting in the aisles while mother 

minds the till.” 

In an alarmist tone, Noseweek frames the model minority shopkeeper as perilous 

criminal: “Most South Africans, perhaps ignorant of the scale of the phenomenon, appear 

to have accepted them as just the umpteenth bunch of brave, eager immigrants to reach our 

shores who will further enrich our multicultural, multi-ethnic society.” What is perilous 

about Chinese migrants, as the article repeatedly states, is their essentialized “unlawful” 

nature. The entire Chinese shop economy is depicted as a black market and traders as illegal 

in immigration status and their business practices: 

They have the guise of formal traders…while deliberately avoiding tax and 
business registration, as well as the requirements contained in labour 
legislation. They cannot be romanticised as informal traders simply trying 
to make a living; they entered the country with the explicit intention of 
operating under the radar of domestic law. Effectively, they are criminals 
who cannot even plead ignorance of the law. 
 

Chinese traders are presented as simultaneously deceitful, inscrutable, malevolent, and 

hardworking. This dual figure of the Chinese trader as criminal and model shopkeeper is 

akin to the “yellow peril” and “model minority” stereotypes of Asian Americans. As 

Colleen Lye argues, these stereotypes are “two aspects of the same, long-running racial 

form, a form whose most salient feature, whether it has been made the basis for exclusion 

or assimilation, is the trope of economic efficiency.”73 Lisa Lowe adds, “the figuration of 

the Asian immigrant as a transgressive and corrupting ‘foreignness’ and continues to make 

‘Asians’ an object of the law, the political sphere, as well as national culture.”74 
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To instill China Peril, Noseweek claims that containers containing counterfeits are 

“trucked to Joburg in the middle of the night and offloaded at warehouses run by Nigerians” 

to amplify fear of criminality through xenophobic, racist stereotypes about Nigerians as 

scam artists and gangsters. As this comment so clearly highlights, China Peril, a specific 

iteration of Yellow Peril, must be understood through xenophobia that depicts Chinese 

traders as foreign threats to South African producers and consumers, and also racializes 

them differently from black African migrants who are perceived as threats to South African 

labor. Additionally, while Chinese migrants are criminalized as threats to the “tax man,” 

African migrants are criminalized as threats to national safety.  

Paralleling the anxiety of an influx of Chinese migrants is the mass dumping of 

“fun junk.” Evoking the imagery of invasion, excess, and goods dumping, Noseweek asks, 

“And what of the mass of non-essential imports flooding the South African market and 

those of neighbouring states, at the expense of local manufacturers, wholesalers, retailers 

and our own unemployed workers?” Notably, plastic is the dominant material form of the 

wares at China Malls and part of the imaginary Noseweek conjures. In the mainstream 

media and popular imaginaries, plastic stands in for ever-present low-end mass-produced 

goods from China. Building on Mel Chen’s writing on “Chinese lead” and the 2007 media 

panic around allegedly toxic Chinese produced toys, “Chinese plastic” is similarly imbued 

with racial and national meaning.75 Plastic negatively associates “Made in China” with late 

capitalist consumer excess and the environmental destruction of floating garbage patches. 

Viewed as low-value junk, the myriad associations of plastic – that plastic is synthetic, 

                                                
75 See Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2012). 
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fake, toxic, breakable, and cheap – are also intertwined with the Chinese traders selling 

plastic, racializing them as duplicitous and dangerous. Discourses of Fong Kong and plastic 

come together to negatively align Chinese goods and traders through a logic of fakery. 

In these dominant South African discourses about China, goods and people are 

depicted as inseparable entities: fake, disingenuous, and cheap plastic “imports,” both 

entering the country through unofficial channels. Perpetuated in media discourses, 

slippages between the goods and traders – objects and people – malign the traders as 

disingenuous and fake like their wares. For example, at the height of the popularity of 

China Malls in 2006, a Mail & Guardian article “Redbooks, Proudly SA caps…all made 

in China” depicts one trader in this way, writing “She gestures at her stock of ‘Proudly 

South African’ caps and scarves: ‘I only deal with quality material, this is not fong kong,’ 

she adds with a wide grin, patting the dust off the hats.”76 The Chinese trader is portrayed 

as untrustworthy and slyly duplicitous. South Africans also reproduced these conflations 

in everyday conversation. Mellie divulged, “The South African Chinese call the Chinese 

that come from China imports.” As the scale and characteristics of imported goods and 

migrant traders are mapped onto each other, dominant South African views filter Chinese 

capital through Orientalist tropes of yellow peril. 

 
Conclusion 

In this chapter on the China Mall and Chinese goods, I explored how discourses of Fong 

Kong construct meanings of China-South African relations and Chinese goods are 

entangled with histories of racialized consumption, the decline of manufacturing in South 

                                                
76 Monako Dibetle, “Redbooks, Proudly SA caps ... all made in China,” Mail & Guardian, June 23, 2006, 
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Africa, and the unequal exchange of bilateral trade. I examined the logic of the fake and its 

materialization in relation to quality, authenticity, and originality through the complicated 

ways people at the China Mall talk about Fong Kong and Chinese goods, in addition to the 

depiction of Chinese traders and goods in South African media and popular culture. The 

variability in meaning of Fong Kong as a bundle of abstractions points to the term’s 

potential for the racialization of both Chinese goods and traders. Imaginaries of plastic and 

Yellow Peril tropes of the hoard, influx, and duplicity mediate meanings of these goods 

and produce the figure of the unlawful Chinese trader. More than commodities or inert 

objects, Chinese goods are part of a human-nonhuman assemblage of traders, consumers, 

discourses of fakery, and plastic objects that produces social meaning. However, negative 

meanings of lack of authenticity are not the only ones. Returning to the radical potential of 

mimesis to create not a lesser copy but something new, the alterity of the China Mall and 

aestheticized goods present possibilities for alternative global imaginaries, collective life, 

and minor cosmopolitanism. In the next two chapters, I explore the migration flows and 

economic practices behind these media depictions, contrasting how South Africans viewed 

flows of people, goods, and money with how they actually materialize at the China Mall 

and Chinatown. 
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Chapter 2 
 
“The Chinese Spirit of Pioneering and Striving”: Post-Mao Mobilities and Emerging 
African Markets 
 
 

 
Figure 2.1 Cyrildene Chinatown Gateway, largest arches in Africa. 

 

The South African megacity of Johannesburg is home to the continent’s largest and oldest 

Chinese population with an estimated population of 300,000 in South Africa, the majority 

arriving from Mainland China after 2000. Johannesburg also boasts the largest Chinatown 

arches in Africa, symbolizing the new geopolitical and economic relationship between 

China and South Africa. At the ribbon-cutting ceremony in 2013, not the mayor of 

Johannesburg but President Jacob Zuma himself was present to officially welcome the 

Chinese community. Standing shoulder to shoulder with Chinatown leaders, he 

proclaimed, “The establishment of the Chinese Gateway embodies the Chinese spirit of 

pioneering and striving, as well as their willingness and determination for long-term 

developments in South Africa.”1 Johannesburg’s recently arrived Chinese migrants are 

                                                   
1 Africa Program, “President of South Africa Attended the Ribbon-Cutting Ceremony of Chinese Gateway,” 
Africa Up Close, October 17, 2013, https://africaupclose.wilsoncenter.org/president-of-south-africa-
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located within “south-south cooperation” development imaginaries and South Africa’s 

history as the arches are “a symbol of the presence, diligence and importance of our 

Chinese community to the building of this country.”2 However, Chinatown’s ordinary 

residents are worlds apart from the elite Chinese actors and diasporic histories that Zuma 

invokes. 

Between 2013-2016, I was a Chinatown resident and visitor, following the lives of 

“new” Chinese migrants who came to Johannesburg to be small-scale traders and operated 

out of China Malls, popular wholesale shopping centers for low-cost imported goods. By 

the time I returned to spend the year in 2015, the booming business I witnessed in previous 

years was waning, and the new wave of migration was slowly becoming an exodus. All 

year, I listened to Chinese traders, some of whom had resided in South Africa for a decade, 

cite the same three reasons. First, crime was worsening, specifically fatal armed robberies 

(qiangjie) on the rise. Second, the exchange rate (huilu) was falling, shrinking already 

narrow profit margins. Third, business was more difficult as local Chinese markets became 

oversaturated, customers bought less and bargained more in the midst of a recession, and 

rent at China Malls remained high or even increased. Traders were not able to sell their 

stock in the same volume at the same prices and imported fewer containers per year. Many 

traders began to lose money (quiben). Chinese migrants, both traders and the workers 

whom traders employed, began to leave, or at least incessantly talked about going back to 

China (huiguo) either temporarily or permanently. They were moving onto new 

destinations, often to other African or Latin American countries. 

                                                   
2 “S. African president praises Chinese community at launch of Chinatown arch,” Xinhua, October 11, 2013, 
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As Lisa Rofel argues in Desiring China, desire encompasses a “wide range of 

aspirations, needs, and longings,” and becomes a “key cultural practice in which both the 

government and its citizens reconfigure their relationship to a postsocialist world.” Since 

the early 1990s, the desiring subject has been portrayed as “a new human being who will 

help usher in a new era in China,” which is connected to “neoliberalism and its associated 

privatizations.”3 The Chinese migrants I met embodied the hallmarks of neoliberal 

ideology, flexibility, risk-taking, self-improvement, and entrepreneurialism congruent with 

Post-Mao economic reform.4 This chapter explores the desiring subjects of China-Africa 

flows, or alternately, the neoliberal “Chinese spirit of pioneering and striving” that 

animates Chinese migration to South Africa and throughout the Global South. I argue that 

contemporary Chinese transnationalism in South Africa is a product of inequality and 

desire in Post-Mao China as Chinese migrants pursue prosperity unattainable in China in 

the emerging markets for low-cost consumer goods in South Africa. I theorize emerging 

“south-south” geographies of Chinese transnationalism in the Global South.  

Across mainstream discourses of Chinese neocolonialism in Africa, stories fixate 

on the figure of the Chinese pioneer, the universal male migrant subject and strawman of 

                                                   
3 Lisa Rofel, Desiring China: Experiments in Neoliberalism, Sexuality, and Public Culture (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2007), 3, 22. 139-140. 
4 Throughout the dissertation, my usage of Post-Mao, post-socialist, and neoliberal is loose. I use 
neoliberalism as a shorthand for its ideological hallmarks of flexibility, mobility, entrepreneurialism, and 
risk-taking. There is an extended debate about whether China is neoliberal. Whereas David Harvey has 
characterized China’s economic reforms as “Neoliberalism with Chinese Characteristics,” Aihwa Ong has 
theorized neoliberalism through flexible citizenship, exception, graduated sovereignty, Lisa Rofel has framed 
China’s neoliberalization as non-normative, and Donald Nonini asserts neoliberalism is a misnomer for a 
corporate state.  See David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005); Lisa Rofel, Desiring China; Aihwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of 
Transnationality (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1999); Aihwa Ong, Neoliberalism as 
Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2006); 
Donald Nonini, “Is China becoming neoliberal?” Critique of Anthropology 28, no. 2 (2008): 145-176. 
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the China-Africa story. I also argue that Chinese migrants are far from homogenous in their 

aspirations, experiences, and reasons to migrate. Social inequalities and differences along 

gender, education, class, and province from China produce a heterogenous migrant 

community and are reconfigured in the power relations between Chinese traders and 

workers at China Malls. Other Chinese migrant subjects, such as Chinese women and the 

Chinese workers who make the conditions of capital accumulation possible, or “failed” 

traders, are less legible. This chapter explores the lives of Chinese migrants through short 

profiles of interlocutors to create a more robust portrait of migration. The chapter begins 

by situating the wave of “new” Chinese migrants within the history of the Chinese diaspora 

in South Africa to illustrate the changing relationship to Chinese citizenship and South 

African immigration law. The next section examines the migration process and the legally 

precarious lives of Chinese migrants as immigration reform closed pathways to papers. The 

remainder considers developments in Post-Mao China and novel modes of flexibility, 

mobility, enterprising, and risk-taking in emerging markets in Africa and the Global South. 

The final two parts contrast the desires and experiences of Chinese traders and workers at 

the mall and the power relations between them. 

 
Chinese Migration and South Africa’s Chinese Diaspora 

Commissioner Street and Derrick Avenue 

Johannesburg has two Chinatowns: First Chinatown along Commissioner Street in the 

CBD, and Second Chinatown, home to the arches, in the eastern suburb Cyrildene.5 Taken 

                                                   
5 Tu T. Huynh, Yoon Jung Park, and Anna Ying Chen, “Faces of China: New Chinese Migrants in South 
Africa, 1980s to Present,” African and Asian Studies 9 (2010): 289. 
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together, they tell a history of the changing Chinese diaspora in South Africa. First 

Chinatown spans three short blocks of Commissioner Street. Generational upward 

economic mobility and urban crime led to Chinese leaving the inner city in the early 1990s.6 

The remaining shops are bounded between the Johannesburg Central Police Station, 

formerly John Vorster Square where political activists were detained during apartheid, and 

the “hawker’s paradise” of new ethnic wholesalers. When I visited First Chinatown in 

2013, the security bars of its buildings were rusting, signs peeling, and shop windows 

broken, while graffiti decorated the chipping facades of grocery stores, herbal medicine 

shops, and restaurants. The shops display Chinatown’s layers of history on their weathered 

surfaces. Beneath the fading hand-painted “Chinese Goods” sign someone has scrawled 

“NO GOLD.” There is little pedestrian and street traffic; the most visible sign of dwelling 

is the laundry hanging from the flats above the well-maintained Orient House. Shining 

plaques commemorate “Old Chinatown” as a heritage site, while signs in English and 

Mandarin Chinese narrate its history. 

First Chinatown was built from the forefathers of the Chinese diaspora in South 

Africa who began arriving in the 1870s as independent migrants. Of Cantonese and 

Moiyeanese descent, most were from Canton, today known as Guangzhou, on China’s 

southeastern coast. Near the mouth of the Pearl River Delta, Canton was a trading hub and 

subject to the unequal treaties of the Opium Wars. This early wave of migrants fled natural 

disaster and war for the fortune of “gold mountain” (Gam Saam) in South Africa, Australia, 

and California, arriving to South Africa by way of imperial routes via Hong Kong, Macau, 

                                                   
6 Phillip Harrison, Khangelani Moyo, and Yan Yang, “Strategy and Tactics: Chinese Immigrants and 
Diasporic Spaces in Johannesburg, South Africa,” Journal of Southern African Studies 38, no. 4 (2012): 917. 
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and Mauritius.7 Notably, these forefathers are not the 64,000 indentured laborers who 

arrived in 1904 to work on the Witwatersrand’s gold mines as part of the British “Chinese 

experiment,” as they were fully repatriated by 1910.8 During the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, alongside the British Cape and Natal, a flurry of anti-Asian laws popped up in 

the Boer Transvaal, which included Johannesburg, to curtail the rights of independent 

Chinese and Indian migrants racialized as “Asiatic.” Chinese migrants were barred from 

citizenship, which limited their participation in the booming economy; policies stripped 

them from the right to mine gold, limited their mobility through the pass system, and forced 

them to trade in designated multi-racial areas, namely Ferreirastown, Fordsburg, and 

Braamfontein in Johannesburg.9 By the 1890s, there were over 65 small Chinese shops in 

Ferreirastown along Commissioner Street.10 Outsiders called this burgeoning Chinatown 

the “Chinese quarter” or “Cantonese quarter,” while Chinese called it “Malaikam,” a 

version of “Malay Camp” where Chinese miners were contained in Kimberley. The 

flourishing Chinatown was the site of Chinese social clubs, schools, and a language press, 

and social organizations such as the Cantonese Club and the Transvaal Chinese Association 

that formed to protest exclusion.11  

 

                                                   
7 The very first Chinese to arrive in South Africa were convicts and indentured laborers during the 17th and 
18th centuries, however they are not viewed as the forefathers to the Chinese diaspora in South Africa. Huynh, 
Park, and Chen, 288; Melanie Yap and Dianne Leong Man, Colour, Confusion and Concessions: The History 
of the Chinese in South Africa (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1996), 26, 30-33. 
8 Among the vast literature on this topic, see Tu Huynh, “From Demand for Asiatic Labor to Importation of 
Indentured Chinese Labor: Race Identity in the Recruitment of Unskilled Labor for South Africa’s Gold 
Mining Industry, 1903–1910,” Journal of Chinese Overseas 4, no. 1 (2008): 51-68; Peter Richardson, 
Chinese Mine Labor in the Transvaal (London: MacMillion, 1982). 
9 Anti-Asian discriminatory laws ranged from wholesale exclusion to everyday policing of space and business 
practices at the level of everyday colonial actors and migrants. See Yap and Man for a detailed account. 
10 Ibid., 59. 
11 Ibid., 174, 239-241. 



 82 

 
Map 2. China. Map courtesy of Kate Carlson, University of Minnesota U-Spatial. Source: Esri. 

 

First Chinatown captures a colonial and apartheid history of Chinese labor and 

exclusion and a story of generational mobility as the children of shopkeepers left 

Chinatown for the suburbs.12 During the 1970s and 1980s, the internationally isolated 

apartheid state recruited Taiwanese industrialists to spur development. In the 1980s and 

1990s, entrepreneurs and investors from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Mainland China, 

                                                   
12 For a detailed account of South African born Chinese identity, see Yoon Jung Park, A Matter of Honour: 
Being Chinese in South Africa (New York: Lexington Books, 2009). 
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especially coastal cities Nantong, Wenzhou, and Shanghai, began coming to South Africa 

as Taiwanese industrialists went home.13 After diplomatic normalization with Mainland 

China in 1998, 2000 marked “the largest and most continuous influx of new Chinese 

migrants,” largely from Fujian and Guangdong, and led to the creation of Cyrildene 

Chinatown along Derrick Avenue.14 Estimated in total from 200,000 to 350,000, the post-

2000 wave of Mainland Chinese migrants constitutes the largest group within the Chinese 

diasporic community in South Africa.15 

Cyrildene Chinatown’s mythic origins go back to when a Chinese noodle shop 

opened on Derrick Avenue in 1995. Previously a Jewish suburb with a Portuguese 

community, Cyrildene swelled into a commercial and residential district for Chinese 

migrants as its former residents left.16 With 35,000 residents and over 160 shops, 

Chinatown’s rapid growth has been described as “a boom out of control.”17 The four blocks 

of Derrick Avenue are crammed with shops, restaurants, hair salons, travel agencies, hotels, 

massage parlors, bubble tea shops, and clothing shops, in addition to a language press and 

karaoke bar. Derrick Avenue is home to many of the sixty provincial and citywide Chinese 

associations. Laundry and satellite dishes hang from the tops of every building, while job 

postings, advertisements for Chinese taxi services, commercial space, and employment 

                                                   
13 Huynh, Park, and Chen, 293-294; Harrison, Moyo, and Yang, 904. 
14 Huynh, Park, and Chen, 289-290. 
15 While the official population estimate is 300,000, estimates vary wildly because of undocumented 
migration. Park, 160. 
16 Darryl Accone, “’Ghost People’: Localising the Chinese Self in an African Context,” Asian Studies Review 
30 (2006): 266. 
17 Ufrieda Ho reports, “Other Cyrildene residents and local councillors keep catalogues of all that’s wrong 
with a booming Chinatown, a boom out of control as far as town-keeping and municipal administration is 
concerned. Their lists range from illegal construction, ignored court orders, traffic infringements, subdivided 
houses and rearing livestock in residential areas.” Ufrieda Ho, “The Arch Angel of Booming Chinatown,” 
Mail & Guardian, July 12, 2013, https://mg.co.za/article/2013-07-12-the-arch-angle-on-booming-chinatown 
(accessed July 24, 2017). 
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paper building exteriors. Cyrildene Chinatown’s cracked sidewalks are sleepy during the 

day and bustling in the early hours of the evening when traders return home and frequent 

the vegetable markets, street stalls, and restaurants. When the sun goes down, Chinatown 

residents retreat to the safety of their gated homes. There is an entire underground economy 

beneath the surface: a poster in Mandarin warns residents to stay away from narcotics, men 

visit the karaoke bar and massage parlors at night, travel agencies double as “underground 

banks,” and gambling happens in backrooms. In Chinatown’s earlier years, Chinese mafia 

groups demanded protection fees from business owners, in addition to kidnapping 

businessmen, committing robberies, running brothels, and drug and human trafficking.18 

To control the boom, Chinatown was institutionally formalized with the founding 

of the Johannesburg Chinatown Management Committee in 2003 and the Cyrildene 

Chinatown Community Association in 2005, which handled rezoning and raised R2.4 

million from the Chinese business community to complete the gateway arch.19 In 2004, the 

Community Police Forum on Derrick Avenue, a collaboration between Chinese leaders 

and South African Police Services was established.20 Replacing the role of the mafia, 

beginning around 2014, the security company Bad Boyz Hillbrow started to patrol 

Chinatown. Chinatown’s formalization has been part of the strengthening of local China-

South African ties, specifically between a handful of Chinese businessmen, the Chinese 

Embassy, and the ANC, specifically the ANC Progressive Business Forum and the Sino-

                                                   
18 There are six to ten of gangs in Johannesburg connected to syndicates based in Taiwan, Hong Kong and 
mainland China. Harrison, Moyo, and Yang, 911. 
19 For more on these organizations, see Ho “The Arch Angel of Booming Chinatown” and Harrison, Moyo, 
and Yang, 918-919. 
20 “Chinese Community Police Forum,” NFOnline, August 19, 2015, https://nfonline.co.za/chinese-
community-police-forum/ (accessed April 16, 2018). 
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South African Chamber of Commerce. As Cyrildene has come into the spotlight among 

government delegations and local tourists, there has been an attempt to clean up, both the 

street environment and its residents in the form of campaigns against drugs and littering. 

As the police forum leader put it, “Even I don’t want to walk down this street, because it 

stinks…We can’t have the arches be beautiful flowers on top of a rubbish dump.”21 

There are few social or economic connections between South African born Chinese 

and post-2000 migrants, and also little overlap between Chinatowns. The “old” generations 

of South African born Chinese who fought for citizenship have distanced themselves from 

new arrivants, citing illegal immigration, cheap goods, poor business practices, and 

organized crime.22 Second generation South African Ufrieda Ho writes in her memoir: 

These days, the crimes where migrants are concerned make headlines. I also 
cringe when simply because of my skin colour people think I am somehow 
responsible for poaching rhinos, smuggling perlemoen, running brothels 
and prostitution rings with trafficked women and for flooding the markets 
with fong kongs, the knock-offs of every big brand out there.23 
 

A Taiwanese South African criticized, “The newcomers have been in gold-rush mode and 

they don’t have roots here, that’s why they don’t care about things like the litter in 

Chinatown. They just want to make their money; people who have money have already 

moved out of Chinatown.”24 Contrasting Chinatowns illustrates the different formation of 

these ethnic spaces—anti-Asian exclusion and apartheid’s segregation on one hand, and 

the ANC welcoming of China and transnational migration in the era of flexible citizenship 

and neoliberal capitalism.   

                                                   
21 Ho, “The Arch Angel of Booming Chinatown.” 
22 Yap and Man, 427-429. 
23 Ufrieda Ho, Paper Sons and Daughters: Growing Up Chinese in South Africa (Athens: Ohio University 
Press, 2011), 218-219. 
24 Ho, “The Arch Angel Over Booming Chinatown.” 
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The Chinatown Boss 

I first met Mr. Yu, a prominent Chinese businessman and China City’s developer, at the 

end of my first fieldwork trip to South Africa in 2013. Only hours before I headed to OR 

Tambo airport to fly back to the U.S., he agreed to support my research, including helping 

me find a place to live upon return. A busy man, he had little time to respond to my emails 

in detail. When I landed at OR Tambo in 2014, all I knew was that Mr. Yu’s employee 

would meet me at international arrivals and take me to stay with a “good family” at China 

City’s on-site flats. In a change of plans, he arranged for me to stay with Mr. Zheng, who 

ran a large wholesale shop at China City and had a spare room in his large two-story home 

in Cyrildene Chinatown. Over the phone, Mr. Yu said Mr. Zheng was a good friend of his 

and would “look after me.” Businessmen solidify their standing with each other through 

favors like this. 

Hailing from Fuqing, a village in Fujian Province where many traders are from, Mr. 

Zheng was Chinatown’s “big boss” (tangrenjie da laoban). Full of aspirations at twenty-

seven years old, he first came to South Africa in 1994. When I first stayed with him in 

2014, he had served as the Chairman of the Chinatown Community Committee (Cyrildene 

guanweihui) in Johannesburg for over a decade. He never planned on being the Chinatown 

boss; he was appointed, the process unclear to me. Mr. Zheng lived one block off of Derrick 

Avenue, owned a hotel and several properties in Chinatown, and countless other properties 

unbeknownst to me. The Chinatown office, until moving across the street in 2015, was 

located inside his house. In an effort to curb petty and major crime, he started collecting a 

fee from Chinatown businesses to hire Bad Boyz Hillbrow to patrol the area, including one 

guard stationed outside of his house, making it the only guarded house in Chinatown. Every 
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minute of the day, real-time activity on Derrick Avenue was displayed on the flat screen 

monitor on the wall, which was visible through the bars of his living room. 

During the summer of 2014, I stayed in the room next to his bedroom. My first 

morning in his house, I woke early to the sound of the television through the wall, and 

found him simultaneously watching a Chinese program, pedaling away on a stationary 

bicycle, wearing a full suit and tie, and smoking a cigarette. Slightly caught off guard, he 

greeted me hello in English and switched to Mandarin, asking about my accommodations. 

He insisted that I take the Bad Boyz minibus taxi, a large vehicle that he turned into a once-

daily transportation service between Chinatown and China City. To thank him for his 

hospitality, I presented him with the gifts I had chosen for my mystery host family: a forty-

dollar box of Godiva chocolates that went uneaten all summer, a carton of Marlboro 100s 

from the duty-free shop, and a kitschy ceramic “Greetings from Minnesota!” ashtray. Only 

later did I feel terribly embarrassed, as the gifts were insufficient for someone of his stature. 

As it turned out, Mr. Zheng was not only the Chinatown boss, but also a Chinese 

mafia boss (heishoudang lao da) from the infamously global Fuqing mafia (Fuqing bang) 

and formerly South Africa’s reigning snakehead (shetou).25 Named after the way snakes 

slither under fences, snakeheads are human smugglers. They are “underworld 

entrepreneurs” part of a diffuse and extensive transnational black market networks 

                                                   
25 In the only article on Chinese triads in South Africa, Peter Gastrow describes the formation of Chinese 
criminal groups since the mid-1980s, largely modelled on the triad societies of Hong Kong and China, which 
engaged with “fraud, drug-trafficking, firearm-smuggling, extortion, money-laundering, prostitution, illegal 
gambling, the smuggling of illegal immigrants, tax evasion, and the large-scale importing of counterfeit 
goods, in addition to the high-profile illicit abalone trade. Peter Gastrow, “Triad Societies and Chinese 
Organised Crime in South Africa,” Institute for Security Studies, Occasional Papers, no. 48 (2001): 2-4. 
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connecting China and Chinatowns around the world.26 An immigration broker, he brought 

Chinese into the country through neighboring countries, made fake papers, and as 

Chinatown boss, helped them find work to pay off debts from their migration process. 

Fashioned as a self-made man, he came to South Africa in 1991 and started trading in 

remote rural areas—Benoni, Secunda, Boksburg, in total ten places—while starting out as 

a “small snakehead” (xiao shetou). By ambition, he ascended to the role of “big snakehead” 

(da shetou) with others working for him along South Africa’s land borders and became the 

boss of Chinatown in 2004. At his high point, he and his business partner, another 

businessman from Fujian, were the primary snakeheads in South Africa. As many new 

migrants from China who came to South Africa with a snakehead, without a question, Mr. 

Zheng was a crucial part of the human infrastructure for Chinese migration to South Africa.  

For as much as I saw Mr. Zheng, we were not particularly close, a strategy I took 

to not compromise my access by asking the wrong question or seeming overly curious. He 

called me xiaomei, a term akin to “little sister,” and over time came to see himself as an 

uncle (shushu) figure. I learned about Mr. Zheng from the stories other people told about 

him at China City and from observing his routines and spaces from afar. Before heading 

into the office, every morning he walked around Derrick Avenue; twenty some keys 

dangling from his hip, a Dunhill hanging off his lip. The walls of his living room were 

carefully decorated with rows of plaques, twenty-four of them, commemorating his service 

as Chairman of multiple business organizations, while the walls of his home office were 

filled with photographs of him posing with Chinese and South African government 

                                                   
26 Patrick Keefe, “Snakeheads and Smuggling: The Dynamics of Illegal Chinese Immigration,” World Policy 
Journal 26, no. 1 (2009): 38. 
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delegations at events. Curiously, most of the accolades stopped in 2009, as I later learned, 

the year he was arrested. There were pictures of his wife and children in his office, two 

daughters in their twenties and an eight-year-old son. My favorite was a fake magazine 

cover; Star magazine, Men Style that features him with the headline “Be a Man with Great 

Quality” [sic]. When his wife and son were away in China, which was the majority of the 

year when school was in session, he drank heavily and often. “Every day is my birthday,” 

he once joked while stumbling in. 

Mafia bosses are complex characters not reducible to movie archetypes. In 

Mandarin, the mafia is called heisehui, heise meaning black, hui meaning a group. Chinese 

mafia members purportedly show two faces (lian mian) and are black and white (hei bai). 

On the white side, the side he displayed in his home and the one I primarily knew, he was 

a well-connected community figure, someone Mr. Yu deemed safe and even beneficial for 

my research. It took me months to learn about his underground life. In hindsight, there 

were signs I had missed. One night during dinner in the kitchen with his wife, son, and me, 

he picked up the phone and started cursing. His wife, laughing, told him not to scare me. 

He developed a mysterious limp in the period between research trips. As I noticed from the 

passenger seat, his personal assistant “bald head” (guangtou) had what was a gang tattoo 

on his knuckle. Mr. Zheng’s two sides of his family life and mafia life were 

compartmentalized to ensure safety, but at times, intermixed. I found his contradictions 

endlessly interesting: a statesman, a businessman, a family man; uncouth and charismatic; 

stern yet warm; a man with a code of honor and who saw himself as above the law.  

In 2015, within three days of returning to live in his house, this time for a year, Mr. 

Zheng invited me to eat a hot pot dinner at his brother-in-law’s (jiefu) house next door 
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where many of his relatives live. It was a sendoff dinner before he headed back to China 

for a few weeks the next morning. Like always, I sat next to him and he would 

intermittently scoop food into my bowl and refill my wine, making sure the American guest 

was cared for. When I asked biographical questions, one of his family members jeered, 

“The interview has already started!” When others spoke Fuqing’s local dialect, a linguistic 

world apart from Mandarin, he ordered “Speak Mandarin!” (shuo putonghua) so that I 

could participate in the conversation. This kind of code switching was how I knew Mr. 

Zheng wanted me, the researcher, to know things about him. 

With a wry smile, he deliberately said to me in English, “Some people call me 

mafia, but other people call me brother.” Da ge (big brother), as I learned, is indeed one 

name for mafia leaders. He continued, “Five years ago I did a bad thing. For that they call 

me mafia.” Mr. Zheng put his wrists together mimicking being handcuffed. “I was arrested 

at the airport and spent one year in jail. But it’s okay now. I have to go to China tomorrow, 

court.” Between drags he said, “I have people working for me on every South African 

border.” He listed, counting on his hand, “Namibia, Lesotho, Botswana, Swaziland, and 

Mozambique. Everybody works for me!” Our male dining companions egged him on, their 

faces flushed after drinking several bottles of red wine. The story became more 

unbelievable as he continued to brag, “Everyone in the ANC knows who I am. Last year a 

Home Affairs officer came here and I put a gun to his head.” “He has too much money,” 

one relative chuckled, but he lost his fortune to get out of jail early. 

With little time I found out what the “bad thing” was. Along with being 

Chinatown’s boss, a snakehead, and mafia boss, Mr. Zheng was also a sex trafficker (ji 

tou). He would trick young women with promises of work in South Africa, which turned 
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out to be in the brothels his mafia friends ran. Five years ago, one woman tried to leave 

and died after killing herself (zi sa). As the story went, after her death, other women he had 

deceived banded together and reported him to authorities in China, who then orchestrated 

a fake conference for businessmen and government officials. Upon arrival at the airport, 

he was arrested, spent a year in jail awaiting trial, and before he was formally sentenced 

(panxing), bought his freedom, and to everyone’s shock, returned to Johannesburg. As 

traders explained, the Chinese government was cracking down on transnational crime, and 

he would otherwise be imprisoned for at least ten to twenty years until he was old (guan 

lao). Although it was an open secret that he was a sex trafficker, what finally mattered was 

that a life was lost, and his activities could no longer be condoned. However, most traders 

were quick to point out that he was still a good person who helped the Chinese community. 

Sex trafficking and the woman’s death were treated as aberrations to his otherwise moral 

behavior. 

Within the probationary terms of his release and return to Johannesburg, Mr. Zheng 

slowed but did not entirely stop his activities, enough to still casually remark in the 

company of his Fuqingese friends that the economy was so bad that “nobody even wants 

the sex workers [xiaojie].” However, since the arrest, he suffered a major loss of reputation. 

Being arrested in China, not South Africa, was a greater blow to his reputation, because 

the motherland condemned him. Subsequently, he kept a low profile while his former 

smuggling business partner, who was never caught, transitioned into the licit world, having 

been “washed white” (xi bai le). He ascended the political ranks, representing Chinese 

business interests with the ANC and giving speeches at major events while Mr. Zheng 

enviously watched from the sidelines, still important enough to be seated in the front row 
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but never invited to speak. When I last saw him in 2016, he invited me to come back for 

his fiftieth birthday party the next year and shared that he was planning to retire in 2018. 

The rise and fall of Mr. Zheng and the three hats he wore – the boss of Chinatown, 

a retired snakehead, and a mafia boss from Fuqing – contains a story about the development 

of the new migrant wave, Cyrildene Chinatown, and its shadow governance, the men who 

mediated the licit and illicit. Despite the illegality of human smuggling, “for the migrants 

who they usher out of China, the service that the snakeheads provide is often perceived as 

a fundamental social good, and these smugglers are widely regarded not as criminals but 

as resourceful and enterprising tour-guides in a world of clandestine migration flows.”27 

For this reason, snakeheads such as Mr. Zheng become entrusted community leaders and 

“brotherly” figures. Shifting perspective to the people whom snakeheads assisted, I explore 

how ordinary Chinese migrants journeyed to South Africa and navigated South African 

immigration law, vulnerably living between legal and illegal status. 

 
Snakeheads, Papers, and the Law 

When visiting Johannesburg in late August 2016, Mr. Zheng, the retired snakehead, invited 

me to come spend some time in his office (zuo zuo). Mr. Zheng’s wife and son spent 

summer breaks in Johannesburg. The brawny nine-year-old spread the pieces of his new 

Star Wars Lego set all over the table, and taking after his father, ordered me and his mother 

to find a special piece while he built the battleship. He seated several human figurines in 

the back of the ship and stuck the remaining figurines, some carrying guns, on the sides. 

Some of the figurines were turned inward, watching over the passengers below, while 

                                                   
27 Ibid., 34. 
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others armed with guns faced the dangers of the ocean. The precocious boy suddenly 

announced, “these people are being smuggled over” (tamen toudu guo qu), which both 

amused his mother. “Bald head” (guangtou), Mr. Zheng’s assistant, walked in and found a 

figurine on the ground. “You lost a mafia brother!” he teased while rubbing the boy’s head.  

It is an open secret that many new Chinese migrant traders came to South Africa 

illegally through the smuggling process called toudu. In an ethnography of Fuzhounese 

migration, Julie Chu explains its meaning: “the character tou, which means ‘to steal.’ While 

the common term for surplus births outside the one-child policy was toushen, meaning ‘to 

steal a birth,’ human smuggling, or toudu, referred to ‘the stealing of passages.’”28 Toudu 

is only possible through the organized enterprise of the global snakehead business. 

Aspiring migrants needed to find unauthorized ways to enter South Africa because of the 

difficulty of arranging a visa. Visas from the South African Embassy in Beijing or Shanghai 

were often difficult to obtain; the consular was wary of Chinese migrants, especially 

Fujianese because of their criminal reputation. 

The Chinese migrants I met had mixed legal statuses from having a valid ID (you 

shenfen) to being undocumented (meiyou shenfen). I was perplexed by how some migrants 

entered “illegally” through a snakehead but eventually acquired “legal” papers. On 

“moving form state evasion to incorporation,” Chu notes “legality and illegality could not 

be seen as exclusive positions of being, marking intractable differences…but rather as 

distinct phases in a trajectory of becoming.” In the case of migration, “Just as one could 

from unregistered birth to registration, one could also legitimize illegal emigration with 

                                                   
28 Julie Y. Chu. Cosmologies of Credit: Transnational Mobility and the Politics of Destination in China 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), 79. 
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later acquisition of legal status and prosperity overseas.”29 Like Chinese “paper sons and 

daughters” during anti-Asian immigration restrictions in South Africa, Chinese migrants 

shuttled between the state regulatory apparatus and immigration law, and migration 

trajectories followed circuitous, not linear, pathways from illegality to legality.30 

Studying illicit migration is challenging because of the secrecy of black markets 

and vulnerability of undocumented migrants.31 While Mr. Zheng was forthcoming about 

being a snakehead, he rarely discussed details in front of me. While traders described 

aspects of the smuggling process with the familiarity of first-hand experience, rarely did 

they detail their own migration journey. Instead of uncovering the details of these journeys, 

I share the stories people told about their experience and trace some of the trajectories 

between legality and illegality. 

 
Clandestine Journeys: Zoubian Toudu 

As 20th century Chinese sojourners previously crossed from Maputo to Johannesburg, 

during the late 1990s and early 2000s, it was estimated that at least 30 to 50 Chinese 

migrants arrived daily in South Africa through the land borders of Lesotho and 

Mozambique.32 Many recent migrants from Fujian and Guangdong I met came through the 

                                                   
29 Ibid., 93. 
30 The vulnerable legal status of new Chinese migrants is similar to the struggles of previous generations. 
Asian exclusion laws such as the Immigration Restriction Act of 1902 forced generations of Chinese migrants 
to undertake unauthorized journeys, often through Mozambique, and become “paper sons and daughters,” 
legally becoming the fictive children of already established Chinese in South Africa. Yap and Man, 182 
31 Keefe explains, “Black markets enjoy an astonishingly extensive global reach, but because the activities in 
question are illegal, often paperless, and always secretive, they tend to confound the techniques of inquiry 
traditionally employed by journalists or academics. The customers of human smuggling organizations are 
often undocumented migrants who often fearful about discussing their experiences. While smugglers operate 
with relative impunity in some countries, in others they can face stiff penalties for transporting illegal aliens 
across borders, and as such they tend also to be reluctant to detail their operations.” Keefe, “Snakeheads and 
Smuggling,” 37. 
32 See Park, 160; Ho, Paper Sons and Daughters, 38-39, 71, 176; Yap and Man, 180. 
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land border between South Africa and Mozambique. Some crossed by car as the snakehead 

would pay off customs or Home Affairs officers to allow the passengers through; others 

took a bus, upwards of 1,000 dollars, from Mozambique into South Africa. Most trips were 

financed upfront with family members making the final payment. Once in South Africa, 

the newly arrived would call home in China and “if your family can see your face,” their 

family would pay the snakehead in China the remaining fee. Migrants are indebted to their 

creditors. As expected with any transnational market, and especially the volatile black 

market of human smuggling, the price of services varies greatly. During my fieldwork, 

some reported 60,000 Rand, and others 30,000 or 40,00 Rand to toudu to South Africa, and 

another 20,000 to 30,000 Rand to apply for a work permit once in South Africa.  

Shimei arrived this way to Cape Town in 2012 in order to reunite with her fiancé. 

She arranged her travel from Fuqing with a reputable snakehead for 60,000 ZAR. “I had 

prepared for a long time, so I could give all the money. It takes a long time to work with a 

snakehead, so there was a long time to prepare my papers,” she said in an interview. Only 

one month later, she left China, first flying to Mozambique on an official visitor visa. The 

plane ride was the least of her fears as “you just have a meal and go to sleep, and you don’t 

talk to people on the plane.” In Mozambique, she spent three days in a safe house with 

eight other travelers, and then made the ten-hour journey by car and then foot across the 

border to South Africa. She vividly recalled that it was raining and dark when they reached 

the border and was terrified of not being able to keep up and getting lost. After crossing 

into South Africa and then traveling to Cape Town, Shimei’s future father-in-law picked 

her up and brought her to the shop where they lived. This final part of the journey is what 

migrants called zoubian toudu. Zoubian means to “walk around” such as walking around a 
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border. The word’s meanings are associated with the dark and clandestine, translated to 

“walk with a light” and “cautiously tread, suggesting travel by night.”  

Upon arriving in South Africa, migrants physically destroy their passports to erase 

the paper trail of stamps and dates attached to their itinerary, and then apply for a new 

passport from the Chinese Embassy in Johannesburg, Cape Town, or Pretoria. An 

informant pointed out the corruption of the Embassy, commenting, “Everyone in this 

country wants to make a buck. The Chinese Embassy also wants money in this country. 

They just close one eye.” The new passport can be used to apply for temporary residence 

such as asylum (nanmin qiangzheng) for a few months. However, asylum is not a suitable 

permanent solution because it prohibits returning to China. Asylum “legalized only the 

unidirectional flow of migrants and their immediate families,” and “did not provide a 

license for the kind of transnational coming and going most villagers desired.”33 Migrants 

seek sponsorship from other Chinese traders, sometimes their immediate or extended 

family members (qinqi), for a work permit (gongzuo qiangzheng) of three to five years, 

which can be renewed or count toward a permanent residency application. Chinese 

migrants rely on a handful of South African immigration lawyers and Chinese agencies, 

such as Mr. Zheng’s office, to help navigate the bureaucracy of immigration law and 

application procedures. 

This scheme was the common toudu process for many people who arrived in the 

early 2000s, but not the only pathway to papers. There have also been many Chinese 

workers and traders who arrived through official channels (zhenggui). Among my 
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informants, some were fortunate to have a relative or friend already in South Africa to 

sponsor a work visa for entrance. Others went to another country first, obtained a tourist 

visa to South Africa, and upon arrival, applied for asylum and then a work permit. While 

many traders eventually obtained visas, by 2014 and 2015, it was becoming much harder 

to obtain and renew them with the implementation of the Immigration Regulations of 2014.  

 
 

The Immigration Regulations of 2014 

During my fieldwork in 2013 to 2016, the pathways that allowed those who entered 

unauthorized in the early 2000s to obtain legal status in the form of work permits were 

beginning to close. People with expiring visas found themselves on the pathway to 

becoming undocumented. By the time I arrived in 2015, changes to immigration laws and 

procedures that went into effect in 2014 began to dramatically effect traders. The vast 

majority of Chinese traders I met relied on work permits and found that their applications 

for new work permits or renewal were denied. Exasperated traders lamented the denial of 

visas (“qiangzheng qiang bu xia lai”). By the time I left in December 2015 and visited in 

August 2016, work permits were still unattainable; no one had succeeded in finding a 

loophole or way forward. As I heard again and again, traders were going home to China 

(hui guo). This simple saying was open-ended in meaning, referring to short trips to China 

or going back permanently, which was sometimes clarified as not coming back to South 

Africa (hui guo, bu hui lai). The new migrants were beginning to leave.  

In late May 2014 South Africa’s immigration law underwent a series of reforms, 

the first set of major changes since the post-apartheid legislation of the Immigrant Act of 

2002 (Act 13). A major overhaul of the legal framework of immigration since the end of 
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apartheid, the set of regulations affected visitor’s visas, business visas, and work permits, 

in addition to amending critical skills and procedures for deportation and asylum. In the 

name of global security and international human rights, changes in application 

requirements and fees expanded the reach of data collection. The Department of Home 

Affairs (DHA) contracted the application process to the corporation VFS Global, and 

mandated that all visa-seekers submit their applications in-person to one of VFS Global’s 

fourteen newly opened application centers in the country, in addition to collecting 

biometric fingerprint data.34 

As I discuss in Chapter 4, the reforms were intended to exclude black African 

migrants, but also indirectly impacted Chinese migrants of varying legal status. With 

Southern African migrants in mind, the DHA was intensifying border management and 

increasing deportation. These developments continue post-apartheid immigration policies 

that have been revamped with computerization and strengthened barriers for entry for legal 

immigration.35 Despite the post-apartheid nation’s inclusive principles, its immigration 

policy has remained exclusionary and territorial. Evident in the introduction of the 

language of “illegal aliens,” “aliens,” and “illegals” into law in the 1990s, “The 

development of new, often hostile and sometimes xenophobic state discourses around 

immigration, and particularly undocumented migration from the region and the rest of the 

                                                   
34 For a summary, see “Department of Home Affairs - Overview of the new immigration laws and regulations 
and their implications, by Home Affairs Director-General Mkuseli Apleni,” April 24, 2015, 
http://www.dha.gov.za/index.php/statements-speeches/600-overview-of-the-new-immigration-laws-and- 
regulations-and-their-implications-by-home-affairs-director-general-mkuseli-apleni (accessed July 19, 
2017). For the full text of the Immigration Regulations Act of 2014: http://www.dha.gov.za/images/final_Im 
migration_Regulations_2014_1.pdf (accessed July 19, 2017). 
35 Sally Perberdy, Selecting Immigrants: National Identity and South Africa’s Immigration Policies, 1910-
2008 (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2009), 147. 
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continent, similarly reflects the construction of a new national identity based on 

citizenship.”36 

Importantly, the immigration law changes have codified distinctions between 

various classes of Chinese nationals. While small-scale Chinese traders have been affected 

by changes to procedures intended to curb “undesirable foreigners,” namely black African 

migrants, Chinese business travelers representing the Chinese government and firms have 

been granted new special travel privileges as “desirable foreigners.” For instance, the 

Multiple Entry Visa allows “frequent travelers” to attend business meetings for up to three 

years, while “BRICS business executives” are eligible for an extended period of ten years. 

On neoliberal regimes of citizenship, Aihwa Ong points out, “nation-states constantly 

refine immigration laws to attract capital-bearing subjects while limiting the entry of 

unskilled laborers.”37 

While the new procedures have created new hurdles for obtaining business visas, 

Chinese migrants have been immediately impacted by revised procedures for obtaining and 

renewing work permits. Toward more clearly distinguishing short- from long-term 

residence, work permits are now called work visas, temporary residence visas valid for the 

duration of the contract of employment for no more than five years. The application entails 

a lengthy list of requirements: a paper application in English; a valid passport and 

photographs; financial documentation of bank accounts, cash assets, and salary; medical, 

radiology, and police clearance certificates; and a guarantor for deportation costs. The 

                                                   
36 Ibid., 169. 
37 Aihwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1999), 112. 
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sponsor also needs to produce multiple documents, a burden for informally run trading 

companies and shops. On top of the application and processing fees to DHA and VFS 

Global, migrants also pay high fees to Chinese immigration agents and South African 

immigration lawyers to guide them through the process.  

Another hurdle introduced in 2014 is a certificate from the Department of Labour 

and “Proof of qualifications evaluated by the South African Qualifications Authority” for 

specified special skills and experience. In order to provide jobs for South African citizens, 

the process requires a certificate from the Department of Labour confirming that “despite 

a diligent search, the prospective employer has been unable to find a suitable citizen or 

permanent resident with qualifications of skills and experience equivalent to those of the 

applicant,” in addition to certifying that “the applicant has qualifications or proven skills 

and experience in line with the job offer.” 38 While it was previously not difficult for 

Chinese companies to satisfy this criteria, one Chinese businessman at China City 

explained that after June 2014, the DHA has put more scrutiny on sponsors’ claim that 

there are no suitable South Africans for the position. With a crisis in accessing papers, the 

market rate for agent fees ballooned from 20,000 Rand before 2014, climbing up to 45,000 

Rand in 2015 and 80,000 Rand in 2016. However, fees have been futile, as “Even 100,000 

Rand can’t get you papers now.”  

Undocumented status also comes with a financial toll. On rare occasion, South 

African Revenue Services, the DHA, and Customs jointly raid a China Mall or Chinatown, 

blocking the surrounding area off with vehicles. If caught up in the raid without a valid ID, 

                                                   
38 The Immigration Act, 2002, Government Gazette, 34, May 31, 2002, http://www.gov.za/sites/www.gov.za 
/files/a13-02_0.pdf (accessed July 20, 2017); The Immigration Regulations of 2014, 26-27. 
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traders and workers face deportation. In the vast majority of situations, migrants pay a bribe 

at the discretion of the officer; in rarer cases, they face temporary imprisonment that ends 

with an even heftier bribe. One businessman characterized these raids as “head of dragon, 

tail of a snake” (longtou, shewei), meaning that law enforcement makes a show of force 

with little actual enforcement. The more quotidian version of the raid is the insidious 

harassment traders face from the South African Police Services and the Johannesburg 

Metro Police Department. Setting up road blocks on the highway near China Malls, police 

“randomly” pull traders over, demanding to see IDs. Whereas checking IDs is in the 

purview of South African police, it is not within the jurisdiction of metro police, who 

nevertheless abuses their authority to intimidate traders lacking English fluency and legal 

knowledge into paying bribes. Chinese migrants expect harassment and carry several 

hundred rand for this reason, and because police harassment happens the most on the road, 

limit traveling. As traders and workers both rely on work visas, the changes to immigration 

law and police encounters has more adversely affected workers with modest salaries and 

debts to repay. To be paperless is a risky everyday existence and has quickly become a 

reality for many within a shifting landscape of immigration law. 

 
Legal Limbo 

Before I moved to Johannesburg in 2015, I spent my afternoons at the Shen family’s R5 

shop in Cape Town, located a few buildings away from the Woodstock police station on 

Main Road. Like the other R5 shops on the street, they sold a variety of everyday 

commodities: locks, toys, kitchen essentials, underwear, wigs, stationary, suitcases, ramen 

noodles, chips, candies, and biscuits. Mr. Shen was extraordinarily welcoming and 
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friendly. The doors were always open with a red plastic stool by the entryway for regulars 

to stop and rest. Born in 1973 in Fuqing, he left China with a snakehead in 2004. He pulled 

out a weathered atlas of Southern Africa and turned to a dog-eared page and pointed to a 

spot, marked in pencil, of where his first shop was. At a friend’s suggestion, he opened a 

shop in the small town Emerlo in Mpumalanga between Johannesburg and Swaziland, 

leaving for Cape Town when Emerlo became too dangerous (luan) and populated with too 

many Chinese shops. Leading a lonely life, only eight years after leaving did he return to 

China to see his wife Lily, his eldest son, and a son, born after he left, and whom he had 

never met. Eventually Lily joined him in South Africa, and soon his eldest son and his 

fiancé Shimei arrived, having a baby in South Africa. 

When we first met, Mr. Shen told me that fate (yuanfa) brought us together. Over 

months of spending afternoons with the Shen family, I grew close to them. They invited 

me to their Lunar New Year dinner, offered to let me stay with them in their shop, and lent 

me cash after I was scammed at an ATM. When they needed help with their immigration 

papers, I was eager to assist. Mr. Shen hired a lawyer to apply for a visitor visa (peiban 

qianzheng) for his grandson to accompany his mother back to China, a work permit renewal 

for Lily, and permanent residency for him after living in South Africa for nearly a decade. 

However, months passed with no updates. We visited the lawyer’s office only to learn Mr. 

Shen had not returned the stack of forms as specified by the contract in time, which were 

all in English and full of legal jargon. Subsequently, Mrs. Shen’s work permit would expire 

before renewal, making her status illegal. The lawyer’s office required another payment to 

“regularize her status” with the DHA so she would not be deported. As the new laws 

specified, anyone who overstayed their visa would be deported and banned from reentry; 
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it was the individual’s responsibility to ensure that the DHA had sufficient time to process 

their application for renewal. On the day that we planned to return to the office, he reached 

for his family’s identity documents stored in a gallon-size clear plastic bag behind the shop 

counter and transferred them to a plastic bag with thousands of rand. “Nobody thinks there 

is anything inside,” he said before we took a minibus taxi from the Main Road to the CBD. 

There were many aspects of institutional culture that felt intuitive to me but were lost on 

Mr. Shen. He was perplexed by needing to sign in upon entering the building or making an 

appointment to see the lawyer in advance. Previously a construction worker in Fuqing, he 

marveled at the building’s large glass panels and the modern quality of the elevator. In 

moments like these, I realized that we had completely different ways of navigating the 

world and sets of expertise. When we arrived, I was stunned to see a waiting room full of 

Chinese clients and dismayed that there was no in-house translator.  

A week had passed, during which I made many phone calls to the law office, and 

Mr. Shen and Lily began losing hope. If this were China, Mr. Shen believed he could 

expose her on television for failing to provide the services she advertised; she could even 

be murdered for gambling with people’s livelihoods. After much calculation, they decided 

that Lily would return to China and apply for a work permit at the South African Embassy 

in Beijing where the institution might be easier to navigate. Legal means were not 

privileged over illegal ones toward a legal end; there was another moral economy and other 

logics motivating their actions. They reasoned that if Lily were detained and deported, she 

would at least go back to China free of cost, and unlike in China, South African jails would 

provide food. Since her passport would be stamped to prohibit future entry, she would 

claim she lost it and request a replacement or obtain one from the black market and apply 
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for a work permit at the South African Embassy in China. And so, they decided to risk 

deportation and asked me to help them recover the deposit, the equivalent of several months 

of profit. I left Cape Town for Johannesburg at the end of March, and when I visited again 

in October, discovered that they sold the shop and stock to Bangladeshi traders and returned 

to China. Within a few months, Mr. Shen’s plans to become a permanent resident came to 

an end. 

In the first part of this chapter, I situated post-2000 Chinese migration within the 

Chinese diaspora in South Africa and described the migration processes and vulnerabilities 

of migrants with respect to changing South African immigration law. While new migrants 

overlap little with previous generations, they share a history of shopkeeping, legal 

vulnerability, and economic marginality. The remainder of this chapter takes a step back 

to theorize the broader phenomenon of Chinese migration to South Africa and the Global 

South, attending to the inequalities, subjectivities, desires, and aspirations that brought 

them to South Africa, while profiling their diverse experiences as traders and workers at 

China Malls. 

 
Going South  

Post-Mao Trajectories 

Tracing the emerging Pacific Shuttle of transnational Chinese in the late 1990s, Aihwa Ong 

conceptualized flexible citizenship to describe “the strategies and effects of mobile 

managers, technocrats, and professionals seeking to both circumvent and benefit from 

different nation-state regimes by selecting different sites for investments work, and family 
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relocation.”39 Flexible citizenship includes “the cultural logics of capitalist accumulation, 

travel, and displacement that induce subjects to respond fluidly and opportunistically to 

changing political-economic conditions.”40 The “diasporan managerial class” of Chinese 

elites in Silicon Valley and Singapore are quite different from Johannesburg’s small-scale 

Chinese traders from humble village, education, and class backgrounds in Africa. In the 

first systemic study of new Chinese traders in Southern Africa, researchers bluntly 

remarked, “Africa is the bottom-rung destination for China’s migrants. The continent 

draws the poorest and least educated of the Chinese diaspora…if they don’t make it in 

Africa, they have nowhere else to go.”41 They are also flexible, mobile, opportunistic, and 

entrepreneurial, but distinctly different in their choices and social trajectories that propelled 

them to chase their aspirations in Africa. Taking the flexible citizen as a point of departure, 

flexible pioneers are highly mobile and enterprising subjects who move from emerging 

market to emerging market across Africa and Latin America.  

The making of contemporary Chinese entrepreneurial migration in South Africa is 

the product of multiple intertwined projects of post-Mao economic reform. Traders’ paths 

were congruent with, but not directly influenced by economic reforms since the late 1970s, 

including the first stage of Open Up and Reform (gaige kaifang) in 1978, and the second 

stage of Going West (xibu dakaifa) and Going Out (zouchuqu zhanlue) in 1999. Open Up 

and Reform allowed some, as Deng Xiaoping famously said, to “get rich first” and resulted 

                                                   
39 Ong, Flexible Citizenship, 112. 
40 Ibid., 6. 
41 The first systemic study of “new” Chinese traders in Southern Africa, researchers funded by the Brenthurst 
Foundation conducted 186 interviews with Chinese traders in South Africa, Lesotho, Zambia, Botswana and 
Angola in 2011-2012. Terence McNamee et. al., “Africa in their Words: A Study of Chinese Traders in South 
Africa, Lesotho, Botswana, Zambia and Angola,” The Brenthurst Foundation, Discussion Paper 2012/03, 4-
6. 
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in socioeconomic inequality and uneven development, which Going West and Going Out 

attempted to remedy. Going West aimed to redress the uneven development and regional 

inequality concentrated in Western China that resulted from the rapid industrial 

development through Special Economic Zones along the eastern coasts. While Open Up 

and Reform opened up previously closed markets to foreign direct investment, Going Out 

encouraged Chinese firms to open up new markets and invest overseas in order to “expand 

the geographical reach of Chinese capital beyond its borders.” Going Out was the 

government’s spatial fix to “cool off China’s overheating, investment-driven economy, 

diminish excess liquidity, and enable Chinese firms to face global competition.” 42 In 

addition to the relaxation of Chinese emigration policies in 1985, the “overseas Chinese” 

(huaqiao) became celebrated as part of national development.43 

Chinese migrants have been indeed affected by neoliberalizing China and its wide-

reaching transformation of economic and social life. However, their trajectories to South 

Africa have not been directly influenced by state policies of Going Out. These independent 

transnational migrants have a weak relationship with the Chinese government, migrating 

through unofficial channels and detached from the Chinese Embassy while in South Africa. 

In this way, their global trajectories are shaped but not determined by the broader social 

and economic transformations underway in Post-Mao China, including the cultivation of 

entrepreneurial aspiration, desire for mobility, and widening socioeconomic inequality. For 

                                                   
42 Emily T. Yeh and Elizabeth Wharton, “Going West and Going Out: discourses, migrants, and models in 
Chinese development,” Eurasian Geography and Economics 57, no. 3 (2006): 286-287. 
43 Ong, Flexible Citizenship, 133. 
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this reason, my usage of “Going South” is to place Chinese transnationalism in as part of 

this series of Post-Mao reforms, and also a broader geography of the Global South. 

The hundreds of Chinese migrants I met in Johannesburg were diverse in terms of 

aspirations, class, education, and generation with respect to the Cultural Revolution and 

Open Up and Reform. The economic dislocations and novel class formations of the new 

globalizing market economy manifested in gendered and regional ways and produced 

differentiated Post-Mao trajectories to South Africa. For instance, many of my male 

interlocutors were formerly construction workers in Fujian, building the mansions that 

overseas remittances made possible; some women were factory workers, producing exports 

for world markets. Others were farmers, watching the countryside empty out as a result of 

rural reform and urbanization, or were precariously employed in the low-wage service 

sector, cutting hair, working in restaurants, or driving taxis, the limited prospects their 

middle- or high-school educations afforded. Chinese traders are in Southern Africa because 

“they could not make a living in the pressure-cooker that has become China’s job 

market.”44 

Going South has not been primarily driven by state policies encouraging overseas 

trade and investment or the activities of Chinese firms, but the promise of so-called 

emerging global markets.45 The traders I met were not drawn to South Africa because of 

policy but desired to “get rich” (facai). It is no coincidence that Chinese migration to 

                                                   
44 McNamee et. al., 4-5. 
45 Others have made this point: “What ‘pulled’ the new traders to Africa were not…state-led initiatives such 
as the provision of trade zones on the continent, or the Small–Medium Enterprises International Market 
Development Fund…although Beijing’s loosening of its once-prohibitive emigration policies beginning in 
the 1990s did enable millions to leave China for the first time. Instead, it was the ineluctable lure of an 
immense market for low-cost Chinese goods.” Ibid., 15. 
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African countries has coincided with the continent wide economic growth dubbed “Africa 

Rising.” French puts it bluntly in China’s Second Continent: “The continent’s rapidly rising 

population means lots of new mouths to be fed, lots more people to be clothed, devices and 

appliances and goods of all kinds to be sold…no other big outside players in the world 

besides the Chinese have fully understood the opportunity this represents.”46 Significantly, 

“up- and coming” African markets with high demand for low-end Chinese goods and lax 

business regulations have been ideal for first-time entrepreneurs with little start-up capital 

or expert knowledge.47 Africa, and more broadly the Global South, has emerged as a 

moving frontier for Chinese migrants witnessing the mobility of others while remaining 

stagnant on the fringes of the Rise of China. Therefore, Going South is a product of 

inequality and desire in Post-Mao China as Chinese migrants chased after the mobility 

unattainable to them in China in the Global South. 

Contrary to the assumption of a deliberate migration trajectory, among my 

informants, going to South Africa was partially planned and a product of circumstance. 

South Africa was not always their top or only destination, but one node among within a 

web of destinations in Africa and also Latin America. Oftentimes traders seized an 

opportunity, such as an invitation to join an existing business, or after a serendipitous 

encounter with a classmate connected to a human smuggler. For some who had been in 

Johannesburg for over a decade, it was initially only a one-year stepping stone to Italy, 

Russia, or the U.S. There were traders who were first in South Korea, Cameroon, or in 

                                                   
46 Howard W. French, China’s Second Continent: How a Million Migrants Are Building a New Empire in 
Africa (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014), 44. 
47 Heidi Østbø Haugen and Jørgen Carling, “On the Edge of the Diaspora: The Surge of Baihuo Businesses 
in an African City,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 28, no. 4 (2008): 642. 
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border towns near Swaziland before arriving in South Africa. When business took a 

downturn in Johannesburg, some traders moved their businesses to Botswana, Namibia, 

Mozambique, Angola, Ghana, and elsewhere. After ten years in Johannesburg, a 

Fuqingnese couple at Mr. Zheng’s house suddenly announced that they were joining family 

members wholesaling in Buenos Aires. The exchange rate was more favorable and 

economy more stable, even if it meant learning a new language and acclimating to an 

entirely different place in the world. A variation of Aihwa Ong’s concept of flexible 

citizenship, globally mobile Chinese migrants in Johannesburg display a distinctive 

footloose flexibility in the ongoing search for undiscovered markets. 

In a study on Chinese migrant shopkeepers in Cape Verde in the 1990s, Heidi 

Haugen and Jørgen Carling track a new entrepreneurial migration along “the edge of the 

Chinese diaspora” whereby opportunistic and mobile Chinese entrepreneurs establish 

businesses such as retail and wholesale shops. They practice a flexibility in quickly 

diversifying business strategies and relocating to new sites. Chinese traders “see the 

Chinese diaspora as an expanding social field that gradually covers virgin territory. It is on 

the ever-shifting edge of the diaspora that courageous pioneers make large profits.”48 

Opportunistic migrants see promise in untapped markets in parts of the world deemed less 

desirable. Instead of Western Europe and North America, they end up in Central European 

transitional economies with high out-migration or in “up- and coming” African markets. 

Selling “Fong Kong” goods, they choose destinations where there is “great demand for 

                                                   
48 As Giles Mohan and May Tan-Mullins remark about post-1990s Chinese migrants in Africa, they are 
“more willing to move to greener pastures when the chance arises.” Giles Mohan and May Tan-Mullins, 
“Chinese Migrants in Africa as New Agents of Development? An Analytical Framework,” European Journal 
of Development Research 21, no. 4 (2009): 601; Haugen and Carling, 660. 
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goods that are cheaper than those already on the market, although inferior in quality or 

style, and few barriers to market entry in the form of business regulations and requirements 

for capital and knowledge.”49 Others remark, “Where other foreigners would consider the 

African market insufficiently profitable, the Chinese…could stick it out in an environment 

where profit margins were low.”50 Bringing Ong’s and Haugen and Carling’s concepts 

together, I characterize Chinese traders in South Africa as flexible pioneers in search of 

fortune in the emerging fringe, overlooked markets of the Global South. As risk-taking and 

rational calculation are central to entrepreneurialism and neoliberalism, Chinese migrant 

traders take risks on the edge of weakly regulated markets.  

 
From Fuqing to Johannesburg 

While the conservative estimate stands at 300,000 overseas Chinese in South Africa, China 

City traders joked that there must be at least 500,000 and 400,000 are from Fuqing, a small 

city within Fuzhou, the administrative capital of Fujian province (Map 2). As the joke 

indexes, among Chinese traders, the Fuqingnese are the exemplary figure of Chinese 

traders in South Africa. Indeed, researchers have estimated that two-thirds of Chinese 

nationals, legal and illegal in status, in South Africa in 2007 were Fujianese.51 Not even 

three percent of China’s population, Fujian is known for its chain migration with the largest 

source of overseas Chinese, estimated at one-fourth of the entire diaspora across 90 

countries.52 

                                                   
49 Haugen and Carling, 640, 642 
50 McNamee et. al., 15. 
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Targeted during Open Up and Reform in 1980, the city Xiamen was selected to 

become one of the few new Special Economic Zones open to foreign investment. In 1984 

Fuzhou was one of fourteen cities designated as an “open coastal city” for foreign direct 

investment. Stable traditional professions, such as farming and fishing, were adversely 

impacted by rural reform and industrial development, leaving many “suddenly dislocated 

in the new market economy.”53 Rural reforms and industrial development from the late 

1970s to the 1990s spurred population shifts within and beyond Fujian, adding to “urban 

population pressures and extreme competition of jobs and resources, creating a severely 

competitive business environment.” With Fujian’s emigrant culture and overseas networks, 

over 500,000 Fujianese left the province and resettled in over 160 countries during this 

period.54 Since the mid-1990s, Fujian, especially Fuzhou’s countryside, has become the 

top province for emigration flows, surpassing Guangdong, in part through its massive 

human smuggling operation.55 

The economic development and influx of overseas remittances resulted in class 

stratification and the cultivation of new economic aspirations. People from northern Fujian 

traditionally lived meager lives as fishermen and farmers. Patrick Keefe remarks: 

Prior to the economic reforms, the people of Fujian Province had been fairly 
homogenous when it came to social class and spending capacity. But as the 
region became a center for manufacturing and trade, some did better than 
others, and suddenly certain material amenities, from refrigerators to 
televisions to automobiles, began to distinguish those who had prospered in 
the new climate from those who had not.56 
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56 Keefe, “Snakeheads and Smuggling,” 36. 
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As Julie Chu observes, what emerged was a rural elite with newly constructed multi-story 

houses that inspired people to pursue the “new class mobility of peasants with overseas 

wealth.”57 As Marx writes about the “power of money”: 

If I long for a particular dish or want to take the mail-coach because I am 
not strong enough to go by foot, money fetches me the dish and the mail-
coach: that is, it converts my wishes from something in the realm of 
imagination, translates them from their mediated, imagined or willed 
existence into their sensuous, actual existence—from imagination to life, 
from imaged being into real being. In effecting this mediation, money is the 
truly creative power.58 
 

Accordingly, I frequently heard the desire to get rich (facai), especially among Fujianese, 

as the reason to emigrate. 

Among these flexible pioneers in South Africa, Fujianese traders best exemplify 

the effects of economic reforms on emigration, and a neoliberal entrepreneurial ethos of 

flexibility, competition, and risk-taking. Fujianese traders embody the ideal frontier subject 

– rural, male, mobile, fearless, determined, pragmatic, a solo sojourner with a family 

network, a “natural” entrepreneur able to switch from farming to running a shop. I was 

consistently struck by the exceptional discourse about Fujianese traders that Fujianese and 

non-Fujianese espoused. These discourses index how Chinese migrants understand each 

other in South Africa and illuminates the contours of the neoliberal “Chinese spirit of 

pioneering and striving.” Fujianese traders are celebrated as a model for entrepreneurial 

risk-taking, savvy opportunism, and unrivaled work discipline, and also resented for 

amoral pragmatism and cutthroat competition. Because many have middle-school 
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educations and are from the countryside, even the most successful traders were reduced to 

being “only farmers in suits.” Fujianese families are known for venturing into remote black 

townships (heirenqu) in South Africa’s small rural towns (xiangxia) where other Chinese 

deem too dangerous to live. Unlike the China Malls with security in Johannesburg or small, 

integrated R5 shops in Cape Town, the shops in remote townships and rural areas are more 

isolated from other Chinese traders or the Chinese Embassy while standing out more. They 

are also notorious for being highly territorial, resorting to violence and arson to maintain 

their monopoly over the local market. Patrick Keefe similarly characterizes Fujianese 

migrants: “They were fiercely independent by nature, wily, and doggedly entrepreneurial. 

When opportunity beckoned, from any remote corner of the earth, they followed, often 

against staggeringly difficult odds, and established enclaves in foreign lands.”59 

Fujianese, however, do not confuse formal education with smartness. As they 

boasted, they have the most courage (zui you yonqi), act in most daring ways (zui neng 

gang gan), possess the highest tolerance for eating bitterness (zui neng chiku), and above 

all, are not afraid to die (bu pa si). What the hyperbolic representations do is point to the 

masculinist “pioneering spirit” of Going South in which the masculine flexible pioneer is 

the exemplary figure and strawman of the China-Africa story. Recalling the enduring 

imaginary of the Dark Continent or Wild West, frontiers represent promise and peril, a mix 

of opportunity, fortune, risk, and danger. I now turn to the spectacular story of Lian Fang, 

who epitomizes the idealized flexible pioneer subject. 

 

                                                   
59 Patrick Keefe, The Snakehead: An Epic Tale of the Chinatown Underworld and the American Dream (New 
York: Knopf Doubleday, 2009), 29. 
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The Twice Stranded Sojourner 

I met Lian Fang on multiple occasions when he drove up to Johannesburg to buy stock. In 

2016, I visited the large China Cash and Carry shop he ran for a Durban-based boss with 

his girlfriend in the sleepy Afrikaans town Heidelberg. When you leave China with a 

snakehead, Lian Fang described in a deadpan fashion, “you have to climb many mountains 

through Asia. If you don’t get eaten by a tiger, you have made it to heaven.” Heaven 

(tiantang) was America, but he was one of many who ended up in South Africa only after 

their trips – even once the mountains faded out of sight – were suddenly cut short by 

circumstance. From a village in Fuzhou, Lian Fang was determined to reach America, 

where he believed it would be easier to make money, even washing dishes and living in 

crowded quarters to pay off debts. “It’s better than doing farm work [zong di] at home,” he 

rationalized. He paid an extraordinary sum of money to a snakehead to undertake a long, 

circuitous, risky journey that involved hiking through mountainous terrain from China to 

Vietnam and crossing multiple bodies of water by boat, before finally entering the U.S. 

from Mexico. Amazingly, he embarked on this journey not once but twice, and by his own 

bad luck, both times ended up stranded in South Africa. Lucky for him, he already had an 

extensive family and hometown network in South Africa to make something, at least 

temporarily, out of his misfortune. His first attempted trip was in 2008, and again in 2014, 

the year immigration reforms went into effect. He had nowhere else to go, and hence, no 

plans to leave. He was indefinitely stranded, for the second time, in a small town. 

Going South, in Lian Fang’s case, is a form of global mobility that is ever expansive 

and requires fearless risk-taking, tenacity, and ease with precarity. As Julie Chu observes 

about Fuzhounese migration, “The costs and benefits did not seem to add up in a rational, 
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calculative model of ‘risk.’”60 Chu explains the risk-taking among aspiring Fujianese 

migrants through its unique regional variation on the game mahjong, turning the slower 

paced game of tactics and strategy into a faster paced one of fortune and luck. How 

Fuzhounese play mahjong is not like the “cutthroat, skillful, and highly individualizing 

version of the game as played by their Cantonese neighbors—those other coastal and 

outwardbound southern Chinese.” In the Fuzhounese version, tiles circulate faster as 

players take fewer pauses for tactical moves. The Fujianese version is unique in its 

incorporation of wild cards, “the most valuable tiles for their unparalleled flexibility and 

liquidity.” Thus, the Fujianese version is less about skill than about the luck of the blind 

draw; if initially dealt all available wild cards, the game can be won before even starting.61 

As Chu extrapolates from mahjong, “Amid radical uncertainty about prosperity’s mercurial 

shape and stabilizing sources,” Fujianese migrants aim to “grasp the elusive patterning and 

flow of life’s fortune and, in turn, intuit a way forward in a world of increasing transnational 

circulation.”62 Like Lian Fang, flexible pioneers take a chance on drawing a wild card and 

becoming rich overnight, banking their futures on part hard work and part luck. And yet, 

Chinese migrants in Johannesburg are far more heterogenous than this singular strawman 

suggests. The next two sections explore Chinese traders and workers at the China Mall to 

highlight different embodiments of the “Chinese spirit of pioneering and striving,” and how 

social differences in China shape their position in South Africa and the relations of power 

between them.  
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Zuo Shenyi: Chinese Traders, Enterprising Selves, and Changing Markets 

By the time I arrived in Johannesburg to study the booming business of China Malls, the 

best days for business were over. By 2014, traders lamented that arriving after 2007 was 

already too late. The best years for trading, or doing business (zuo shenyi), were around 

2004 before too many traders arrived and too many malls were built. By 2012, wholesaling 

was beginning to decline. Traders who used to import one to two containers per month 

were down to only three per year by 2014. When traders arrived, what they traded, their 

background in China, social connections, and personal circumstances have produced a 

heterogenous trader class and a multitude of experiences. I include three profiles of traders 

who arrived via different trajectories to illustrate the variety of migrants’ aspirations and 

meanings of success, entrepreneurial strategies, and notions of place in South Africa and 

China. 

 

The Early Pioneer 

Before the second Chinatown in Cyrildene and China Malls were established in the early 

2000s, the earliest “new” migrants carved out a space for themselves in 1990s 

Johannesburg. Ayi (Auntie) was one of these early arrivants in 1992. Her story is one about 

the making of the newest wave of migrants within Chinese Johannesburg. Born in 1958 

during the Cultural Revolution to a rural household in Guangdong, Ayi graduated high 

school in the second year of Open Up and Reform. Before coming to Johannesburg, she 

worked as a clerical worker in a real estate office in Taishan, a city within Jiangmen, for 

eleven years, subsequently changing her rural registration (nongcun hukou) to a city one 

(chengshi hukou). Her husband’s entire family and his close friend praised Johannesburg’s 
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opportunities. When it was easier to immigrate, her brother-in-law arranged papers for him 

to go in 1991. In 1992, she joined him with their two daughters, ages one-and-a-half and 

three years.  

 Having never experienced “true hardship” in China, Johannesburg was “extremely 

hard” (feichang xinku). Before China Malls, traders sold goods on blankets (baitan) on the 

street. She and her husband would rise at 5 and leave their apartment at 6 or 7, pushing a 

cart full of goods and taking their two young children with them to inner city Hillbrow on 

the weekdays and to flea markets in Bruma on the weekends. They put down a 3-meter-

long blanket on the sidewalk to sell watches, jeans, and clothes— “we sold everything” 

(shenme dou mai). At 6 or 7 in the evening, they would pack up and buy new stock from 

Zhongguo Cheng in Ellis Park, Johannesburg’s very first China Mall that continues to stand 

up to competition from newer malls. Rather than live in Chinatown along Commissioner 

Street, they lived in the iconic cylindrical skyscraper of Ponte City Apartments, located 

one kilometer from Hillbrow and Zhongguo Cheng (Map 1). Ayi’s cohort of traders, who 

were mostly from Taiwan and Shanghai in the early 1990s, stayed in 10 of its 55 floors. 

Often called the “Vodacom building” for its Vodacom advertisement at the top, they called 

it “Shanghai Tower” (Shanghai Lou) or “Diaspora University” (Hua Qiao Da Xue).63 

With the help of her mother coming to South Africa to care for the children, she 

and her husband opened a 200-square meter shop on Jeppe Street in the CBD and expanded 

from two blankets to four blankets at the weekend flea market. They ran the shop for seven 

years, closing it to open shops at two new China Malls, including China City, in 2002 and 
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2007. Ayi reminisced of the best days of 2004 when the exchange rate was favorable and 

before the market was flooded by the influx of Chinese arrivants. At their best, they had 

three different factories making clothing for them in Guangzhou while importing shoes 

from Fujian. They steadily improved their living conditions too, moving to Da Bai Lou, an 

apartment complex where many Chinese lived in Bedfordview and bought a house in 

Edenvale (Map 1). Whereas Chinese migrants started out in Cyrildene Chinatown, moving 

to the quieter and cleaner adjacent suburbs was a sign of mobility. Ayi’s adult daughters 

ascended to the professional class, one working in Cape Town and another on Wall Street. 

As was the case with many traders, the early 2000s success story changed by 2014. When 

business slowed, some days she hardly sold 100 Rand (10 dollars) at her party goods shop 

at China City all day. 

Two decades since arriving in 1992, Ayi and her husband relinquished their 

Chinese citizenship to become South African citizens. With retirement on the horizon, she 

regretted letting go of her Chinese citizenship, no longer able to return to China as a citizen 

but only as a visitor. “I no longer have Chinese citizenship” (mei you da lu de hukou), she 

voiced. As Huynh, Park, and Chen note, “these Chinese migrants are technically no longer 

‘sojourners’ in Africa, but neither are they full-time citizens of China…they constitute part 

of a new global social category of people in a context where states are becoming more 

nation oriented, as peoples are increasingly simultaneously more mobile and possibly being 

made stateless.”64 Ironically, the traders who came a decade after Ayi have awaited the 

expiration of their work visas while facing an unchosen return to China. Unlike previous 
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generations of Chinese South Africans, they have not felt a sense of permanence in South 

Africa. Rather, China remains “home.” Papers, whether in the form of permanent or 

temporary residence, shape feelings of diasporic belonging between homes, which are not 

always congruent with where they feel they belong in the world. 

 
From Dagongmei to Laobanniang 

Of the ten other Chinese who made the journey with a snakehead to Johannesburg, only 

Jenny remained in South Africa. From the mountainous city Sanming in Fujian, Jenny was 

shrewd, entrepreneurial, and fiery. Petite with short hair, other traders saw her as a tomboy 

(nanrenpo). She was a self-made boss (laobanniang), having worked herself up from being 

a worker when she arrived eleven years ago to building a successful small business with 

little financial help from family. I got to know her through spending long workweeks 

together, the two of us sharing an enclosed counter measuring only one square meter for 

forty to fifty hours a week. We had many ways of surviving the boredom together: 

gossiping, watching Chinese family melodramas and viral videos, and passing time on our 

iPhones. She kept up with the latest Chinese television series, such as the comedy “Tiger 

Mom” (Hu Ma Mao Ba) about a rich Beijing family. To pass the time, one summer she 

played the game Hay Day. Like the Chinese countryside or at China City, in Hay Day there 

are crops to be planted and harvested, commodities to be produced, orders to be filled at a 

roadside stand for money and stars, and nearby competitors that must be quashed. “Shoot, 

the stuff I wanted is sold out!” she exclaimed about virtual commodities. She chuckled, “I 

watch my shop in my sleep. I only know how to watch my shop” (Zuo mong, kan dian. Wo 

jiu neng kan dian). 



 120 

Born in 1974, Jenny grew up in a government issued house in urban Sanming, 

Fujian. Her father had a factory job at a danwei factory and they had a small plot to grow 

vegetables and raise chickens. Jenny spent her childhood tending to the animals and crops 

after school and chopping wood in the mountains with her father. When school was on 

break during the summer, she picked tobacco to sell, her earliest experience as an 

entrepreneur. She bragged, “Even as a small child, I was already making money, seriously” 

(Wo congxiao yizhi zai zhuang qiang, zhen de). She took pride in being among the smartest 

in class but, to the dismay of her teachers, preferred to play rather than study. She attributed 

her entrepreneurial way of thinking (sixiang) to her father’s family members who did 

business (zuo shenyi) in Singapore and came back every Lunar New Year with red 

envelopes of money, inspiring her to do the same. 

In 1992, after graduating from high school, her father forced her to begin working. 

In the early 1990s, multi-national corporations were beginning to come into China and all 

of her peers went to work in factories, becoming “factory girls” (dagongmei) as a ticket to 

go overseas (qu guo) to the U.S. She worked for a few, but with her petite stature, could 

not physically handle the work and eventually settled on working at an electronics factory 

until it closed. Unemployed again, a friend offered her a temporary job in a salon where 

she wound up working for six years under one teacher (shifu) and opened her own salon. 

During this time, she got married and had a daughter while her shifu left China to open two 

salons in Italy. She and her husband fought frequently, and her shifu would call her every 

night with reports of how easy it was to make money in Italy. Jenny’s father happened to 

run into a hometown acquaintance who told him that his daughter was in South Africa and 

he could arrange something for Jenny. In 2003, Jenny divorced her husband, left her four-
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year-old daughter with her parents, and paid 40,000 RMB to a snakehead to make a new 

start. The plan was to use South Africa as a stepping-stone to get to Italy. She and ten others 

journeyed from Fujian to Johannesburg, spending a week in a safe house in Botswana. Not 

wanting to be indebted upon arrival, she used all of her savings from the salon and paid in 

full before leaving China. With such ability to pay, the snakehead cheated her, charging 

her four times the standard rate. On her first day in Cyrildene she encountered Mr. Zheng 

who yelled at her snakehead. Not knowing Mr. Zheng, Jenny was initially terrified of him, 

but later praised his “warm heart” when other Chinese businessmen were too self-important 

to help. 

Jenny’s early years in South Africa were marked by the difficulty, isolation, and 

dependency of young women workers. Upon arriving in Johannesburg, the snakehead 

arranged a house and low-paying jobs at a salon and restaurant. The boss of the house was 

very cruel; he was upset with her for taking English lessons, which increased her 

independence, and prohibited her from buying her own food as an exercise of power. She 

used to take a bakkie to the China Mall, and although there was room in the front cab, the 

driver forced her to ride in the back, lying flat on top of stock. Buying her first car, as 

shoddy as it was, felt liberating. In the early days of Chinatown, when the mafia governed 

the street, Jenny feared a mafia encounter and Home Affairs raids that drove her into hiding 

on multiple occasions. With Chinatown being unsafe, she and a friend would go to the 

casino where she lost all of her savings. 

In one of her first jobs, for several months she worked in a large shop in Durban. 

Those months were the most miserable in her eleven years in South Africa, waking up 

every morning at 4:30 in a crowded dormitory with other Chinese workers, working all day 
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in a shop in the heat, working again at night in the warehouse, and finally going home after 

10. Given the daily exhaustion, “I truly was very pitiable” (Wo zhen de shi hen kelian), 

describing herself as “being a coolie” (dang kuli). In the early years before social media, 

Jenny did not have the money to make regular phone calls to China. While working in 

Durban, she received her first letter from her younger sister, one of the only 

communications with her family that first year and among the few letters she received in 

South Africa. “It said lots of positive and beautiful things. I cried myself to sleep for days 

and days. I couldn’t stop crying,” she recalled. Before social media, relatives in China knew 

little about South Africa and keeping up appearances of success was better than worrying 

them. She could not tell anyone in China how miserable she was because eating bitterness 

(chiku) was integral to going abroad. To admit misery was to admit defeat and prove unable 

to eat bitterness, a sign of personal weakness. If complaining were looked down upon, 

quitting and returning home empty handed would the ultimate sign of weakness. “It is 

foolish to think you can become wealthy (facai) overnight; first you have to survive 

(huozhe),” Jenny told me. Without enough money to pay another snakehead to get to Italy, 

she had already been in South Africa for eleven years by the time I met her at China City. 

After Durban, Jenny returned to Johannesburg, and through unluckiness, bounced 

between jobs at three China Malls as her bosses closed their businesses. In Chinatown, she 

shared a tiny room, enabling her to save a thousand rand each month. Her wages became 

the startup capital for selling hats on consignment for fifty cents on the dollar. With the 

help of a former boss, she sold in a “yellow line,” a few square meters in front of a shop 

front demarcated with yellow tape where traders with little capital could rent. Her supplier 

broke off relations upon discovering that she was also selling handbags from another 
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supplier. With the savings she had, she and her cousin Kelly, who was also a worker, pooled 

their money as start-up capital and opened one of the first party goods shops at China City 

in 2008. After many years of renting and selling stock from local Chinese wholesalers, they 

purchased their shop and began importing containers from China, causing a sensation 

(hongdong) in the corridor among those in disbelief that two women without the help of 

extensive family networks were able to do so.  

Jenny’s story is one of self-sacrifice and bitterness: the loneliness she felt when 

moving to Johannesburg with no family, the alienation from her social life and family in 

China, the self-discipline and restraint of living as frugally as possible in order to transform 

modest earnings into startup capital. For the first five years in South Africa, she did not 

have the money to go back to China to visit her family, nor was she able to make many 

phone calls. When she finally returned, she only recognized her house. The entire street 

was different with big apartments replacing the previous housing stock. She did not know 

how to take a taxi or bus and had forgotten where everything was. She reflected, “Before, 

you don’t have an identity [shenfen] or money to go back, and now with an identity, which 

was not easy to get, and you have some money, you can finally go home.” While she has 

continued to rent in South Africa, she bought a house in Xiamen for her parents and was 

looking for a new apartment to buy for herself. Despite her penchant to gossip about other 

people’s romantic and family affairs, she rarely ever mentioned her husband and daughter, 

nor have I ever seen a picture of them. When tempers flared between Jenny and Kelly, 

Kelly escalated the fight with “You don’t even have a daughter anymore!” On one 

occasion, she teased a Zimbabwean worker for being a bad husband with “too many ladies” 

and then snapped, “Will your child even call you father if you only go home once a year?” 
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She shared with me her regrets, “I didn’t raise her and there isn’t much to say to her. I don’t 

want to bring her here. It’s too disorderly [luan].”  

At their best in 2011, Jenny and Kelly opened every day at 7 and closed at 7, earlier 

and later than anyone at the mall while importing twenty containers a year. By 2015, 

business had slowed to a pithy three containers a year. Kelly, who had permanent residence, 

bought out her share and returned permanently to China to rejoin her husband and have a 

child. Lonely and with low morale, Jenny came to terms with the business slowdown as 

fate. A Buddhist, she explained, “You are only destined to make so much money in the 

world. You can never make all the money in the world. Once you accept what is happening, 

you can be a bit happier and relaxed [qingsong].” Although a staunch believer in hard work, 

fate would dictate her fortune and when she would return to China. With the decline in 

business, she began looking for people to buy her shop and stock and return to China, or at 

the very least, would find a new commodity to sell. In 2017, she developed a chronic health 

condition and decided to return to China, but to this day, has not yet left. 

 
The Post-Socialist Dreamers 

Among the hundreds of traders whom I met, Joe has a backstory like no one else. His 

namesake is Joey Tribbiani from Friends, the sitcom he credits for his mastery of 

conversational American English. In China, Joe played guitar in a rock band called hei 

mayi, or Black Ant, as black ants are “very strong with little bodies.” Born into a rural 

household (nongcun hukou) in 1975 on the tail of the Cultural Revolution, Joe escaped a 

future of working in an agricultural unit by studying railway engineering. He spent a year 

building tunnels for government projects in Chongqing in China’s west. The work was 
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unbearable because of the bureaucratic structure, and as he light-heartedly described, “My 

character is kind of free.” To be “free” was freedom from state bureaucracy and the 

countryside. And so, at 22 years old, he quit, moved to Beijing, and worked for a Japanese 

company. There he met a Taiwanese musician and changed career paths yet again, going 

to music school. He and his friend started Black Ant and just as he was beginning to make 

a living as a musician, the SARS epidemic hit and music venues closed their doors. Out of 

work, Joe returned to the music school to work as an English translator and met and married 

Sarah. 

 From Hubei Province in central China, Sarah was born in 1981 into a rural 

household with three children. Like Joe, she was determined to escape the countryside for 

the city and went to university. After graduating, she was assigned to work as a teacher at 

a private school in Fujian. The newly married couple moved to Shenzhen where Sarah 

worked in customer service for a private firm and Joe at a CCTV camera company. Joe 

started as a salesman, moved up with his engineering background, and lucked out in 

landing a large government contract installing cameras at a nuclear power station. 

Contracted to be paid only afterword, he took a risk by borrowing money from friends to 

buy the parts for the project. As his reputation grew, a company contact recruited him to 

provide technical service for CCTV cameras in South Africa. In 2011, he went to 

Johannesburg on a work permit. Sarah, pregnant at the time, joined him one year later. 

Joe happened to arrive to Johannesburg when Chinese traders, business owners, 

and residents were rushing to install security cameras while few Chinese were in the 

security camera business—a market niche in which a high-level of technical knowledge 

impeded entry. Mr. Zheng hired Joe to install the cameras for Chinatown and at his house. 
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Through word of mouth, there was no shortage of work, and Joe made guanxi ties with 

businessmen that would come in handy when he began importing. As the business took 

off, Joe resented splitting the profits and wanted to be his own boss (ziji zuo laoban). And 

so, taking another leap of faith, he and Sarah sank the entirety of their cash savings into 

starting a shop at China City. In 2014, they spotted a market opportunity in LED lights, a 

new commodity nobody else was selling. Like the CCTV cameras, LED lights was a niche, 

untapped market. When the shop next door folded, they seized the opportunity to knock 

the wall down and expand. A few months later, they took another risk and rolled all of their 

profits toward importing their first container, hugely increasing their profits. Sarah began 

going to China for two months at a time to visit their son and ordering directly from 

factories in Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and Zhongshan. In 2016, Sarah’s brother came to 

Johannesburg on a visitor’s visa with her son to support the expanding business. 

They embodied the ideologies of individualism, upward mobility, self-sufficiency, 

risk-taking, and happiness. I was struck by their search for authentic selves and true desires 

and Sarah’s preoccupation with happiness. Sarah frequently asked me how to attain 

happiness as an improvement of the self. She explained, “Chinese people think, first earn 

money, then you will be more happy [sic].” She frequently lamented to me, “Chinese 

people don’t know how to be happy.” Instead, Chinese people knew how to eat bitterness 

and defer happiness for the next generation, a repressive holdover from socialism. 

Meanwhile, happiness is a neoliberal technology of governance in Post-Mao China, 

appearing in self-help books, television shows, and incorporated into the state. In 2006, the 

government adopted a happiness index to measure economic development and government 

efficiency. “Happiness,” as Jie Yang remarks, is a “catalyst for the production of new 
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potentials for being and doing.”65  While my informants rarely explicitly invoked the 

Chinese Dream, they did evoke happiness, one of its core tenants. In a 2013 speech, 

President Xi Jinping delivered: “In order to build a moderately prosperous society, 

a prosperous, democratic, civilized and harmonious modern socialist country…we need 

to achieve national prosperity and the revitalization as well as the happiness of the people.” 

A technology of governance, “the realization of the [Chinese] Dream closely relies on the 

people’s effort and in return benefiting the people.”66 Chinese traders, in their pursuit of 

fortune and freedom, embody a Post-Mao subject, enacting the Chinese Dream in Africa 

and the Global South. 

 
While these trader stories are unique, they are representative of a shared orientation toward 

neoliberal flexibility, innovation, risk-taking, and the discipline of work and saving. Each 

story gestures to how Open Up and Reform and uneven domestic development have left 

their mark on each person’s journey to Johannesburg, in addition to regional and family 

histories of sojourning and entrepreneurialism. What stands out are the generational 

cohorts that separate them. Cohort analysis, unlike life-cycle approaches, emphasizes the 

dynamics of temporality and history and recognizes that “coming of age at particular 

moments creates telling fault lines which meaning is transformed.”67 Cohort distinctions 
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suggest “quite distinct engagements with power” among generations.68 To speak bitterness 

has historically been a political act. A crucial part of revolutionary socialist praxis during 

the 1940s and 1950s, speaking bitterness “entailed encouraging oppressed groups to tell 

stories of the bitterness they had eaten under the previous system” in order to produce 

socialist subjects.69 Important to Jenny and Ayi’s stories is a gendered narrative of eating 

bitterness of hardship compounded by their vulnerability as single women workers and 

mothers. Speaking bitterness functions to explain entrepreneurial success; getting rich 

overnight does not happen by sheer luck.  

 
Da Gong: Chinese Workers and Ethnicized Discipline 

Chinese migrants in South Africa include not only traders but also the Chinese workers 

who traders employ. The distinct experiences of workers (yuanggong) and working (da 

gong) are important to share alongside those of traders, the bosses (laoban), in order to 

underscore the social differences and power relations between Chinese migrants. Chinese 

workers, often conflated with traders, form a distinct class of Chinese migrants. Without 

the capital or credit networks to start their own business, they are integral to the regime of 

labor at China Malls. The categories of workers and traders are also somewhat fluid as 

workers aspire to become traders, as Jenny successfully did, and “failed” traders close their 

businesses and become workers. As I explore in later chapters, whereas the labor relations 

between Chinese bosses and workers and African workers are explicitly racialized, the 

labor relations between Chinese bosses and workers are ethnicized. These ethnic ties 

                                                   
68 Ibid., 186-187. 
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position Chinese traders and workers on one side of the color line as “Chinese” and African 

workers on the other side as “black,” flattening the relations of power between Chinese 

workers and traders as co-ethnics while drawing on ethnicized labor discipline. Aihwa Ong 

describes with factory labor, “the ethnic enclave is an immigrant disciplinary model that 

allows transnational figures to create conditions of indentured servitude for poor and 

disenfranchised coethnics.”70  

Chinese migrant labor in Johannesburg is contained within an insular local and 

transnational ethnic network and engenders particular forms of labor discipline. Chinese 

workers find jobs at China Malls and Chinatown through friends, family, and hometown 

acquaintances and are also recruited on social media in China. Haugen and Carling 

describe, “Chinese workers are seen as necessary not because they are Chinese, but because 

they are recruited among relatives or from the families of people who are well known and 

trusted.”71 However, presumptions of trust and the combination of employment and 

lodging “create a relationship of dependence and loyalty between employees and 

employers” that is essential to the social organization of the business, but for Chinese 

workers, create a “situation of extreme dependence and vulnerability, where their return to 

China or onward migration and their living conditions…are determined by the business 

decisions and commercial skills of their employers.”72 Traders often sponsor work visas 

and provide basic amenities such as housing, meals, and transportation. Although their 

employment is more stable than African shop workers, Chinese workers are nevertheless 

                                                   
70 Ong, Flexible Citizenship, 128. 
71 Haugen and Carling, 649. 
72 Ibid., 649, 660. 
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employed at the whim of their boss while working to pay off migration debts. Without 

valid work permits or English proficiency, they are limited to insular local Chinese 

employment networks.73 

Chinese workers maintain a critical distance with the African shop workers they 

supervise, and also maintain critical distance from the boss, showing deference and not 

becoming too close interpersonally. Even as they felt co-ethnic ties with Chinese traders, 

as one informant said, “the boss is still the boss” (laoban shi laoban). Beneath the veneer 

of co-ethnic unity are tensions of distrust. Because traders fear that their workers might 

undermine them, to secure their employment, workers demonstrate docility and lack of 

ambition, aiming to appear competent but not threateningly so. Next, I trace the trajectories 

of two Chinese workers, both part of China’s low-wage service work precariat who became 

precarious laborers anew in South Africa, and describe the gendered and ethnicized nature 

of labor discipline. 

 
The Downsized Danwei Worker 

Lao Cheng was from the mountainous outskirts of Sanming, Fujian and left China for South 

Africa in 2006. Almost sixty, his back slightly hunched and his hair was thinning, which 

earned him the deferential title Lao (old). Shop workers and security guards revered him 

as an avuncular figure, endearingly calling him madala. Lao Cheng set out to South Africa 

with high hopes of starting out as a worker (yuanggong) and working his way up to trading. 

However, he never made it to owning his own shop, working for several bosses instead. At 

                                                   
73 Ong notes that “many unskilled ethnic immigrants are hampered by language barriers and, fearing 
deportation, have difficulty breaking into the wider, unskilled secondary labor markets.” Ong, Flexible 
Citizenship, 128. 
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China City, Lao Cheng worked at a large Sichuan owned electronics wholesaler and lived 

at the mall’s flat with his co-workers, four of them sharing two bedrooms with bunk beds. 

He called this way of life “live with the boss, eat with the boss” (zu lao bao, chi lao ban). 

The only worker not from their family, he was tasked with the riskiest tasks of delivering 

goods and picking up cash in town while paid a flat salary with no profit shares. The 

African workers at his shop recognized his low status relative to other and favored him. To 

other traders at China City, coming all the way overseas to labor beneath another boss in 

his old age made him pitiable (keliang). 

Lao Cheng was among the generational minority of workers at China City who 

came of age during the Cultural Revolution. He was the only interviewee who worried that 

my research might be reported to the U.S. government, or that I would ask him to speak 

about the Chinese government on tape. China’s economic development over the past three 

decades was central to how he narrated his life. Born in 1957 in Shandong Province during 

the Great Leap Forward, when he was one year old, the government sent his parents to 

work on a tree farm in Sanming because Fujian was less developed (luohuo). After 

completing high school in the 1970s, he was sent to his parents’ tree farm for two years of 

reeducation, which was part of Mao’s domestic development policy of sending educated 

urban youth “up to the mountains, down to the villages” (shangshan xiaxiang). Having 

proved himself to be a good worker, he was enrolled in a danwei unit, a government owned 

factory and integrated housing unit, where he worked for the next twenty years and started 

a family with the relative stability of the Iron Rice Bowl. 

In the 1990s, his factory, which was operating poorly under government control, 

was privatized. While he kept his danwei position, he lost his salary, taking a leave of 
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absence without pay (tingxinliuzhi). In his forties, he took on arduous temporary jobs in 

construction and household repairs. Before leaving China, he worked as a taxi driver for a 

private company for two years, working ten-hour days and spending most of his earnings 

on gas and car rental. With his wife soon retiring from the danwei and his only son about 

to start university, he needed to support two people (yangjia hukou). In China, he could 

only earn 2,000 to 3,000 yuan (300 to 400 USD) per month working in construction or 

driving taxis. “I’m old,” he admitted, “I can’t physically endure it [zuo bu dong].” While 

driving was too tiring, working overseas in a shop would be less strenuous (xinku). In 

addition, at the time, the Chinese yuan and South African Rand were close, so 10,000 Rand 

was 9,000 yuan and he could send home more than what he made in China. Meanwhile, he 

had an aunt who came to South Africa in 2003 and worked her way up to trading. “If you 

want to get rich [facai],” he explained, “you have to do business [zuo shenyi].” And so, in 

2006, Lao Cheng joined the exodus from Fujian to South Africa. He was smuggled to 

Johannesburg by way of Mozambique, applied for asylum (nanmin qianzheng), and 

obtained a work visa (gongzuo qianzheng). Over the decade in South Africa, Lao Cheng 

worked for four bosses, unluckily losing employment after they went bankrupt or were hit 

by a car. Through his frugal ways, he sent home the remainder of his salary and visited 

home only once. By 2015, the exchange rate had weakened to 10,000 Rand converting to 

4,000 yuan, and having not made it as a trader, what he earned as a worker was not worth 

staying in South Africa for much longer. With work permits harder to renew, Lao Cheng 

planned on going home to China once his visa expired. 

 
The Mall Girl 
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At twenty years old, Lisa, had only been living in Johannesburg for six months when she 

said, “Life here forces you to change yourself.” Lisa and I met during my second fieldwork 

trip in the summer of 2014. She lived in a small one-room apartment unit above a restaurant 

in the heart of Chinatown. It rented for only 1,200 rand or about 100 dollars per month. 

Her room had few belongings: an electric kettle and hotplate to supplement the shared gas 

range outside her door, a mattress encased in plastic, a make-shift curtain, a small table, 

and a few garments hanging from a piece of plywood mounted to the wall, on top of which 

was a single suitcase. An exceptionally cheerful person, she spruced up the room with 

prints of Christmas trees, polka dots, and strawberries. However, she did not like living 

there. Just days before, the police arrested her next-door neighbor for dealing drugs. But 

she had no choice but to live frugally in order to return the remaining 20,000 yuan (about 

3,500 dollars) she owed relatives who financed her trip up front; by paying over a third of 

her monthly salary, she hoped to pay off her debt within one year. 

Born in 1994, the Post-Mao millennial generation, Lisa was from Jiangmen, a 

manufacturing and port city in coastal Guangdong Province, which is part of the Pearl 

River Delta Economic Zone. With a long history of overseas migration, in 2009 financial 

advisors wanted to rename Jiangmen to Qiao Dou, meaning “Capital of Overseas Chinese.” 

Lisa’s parents were domestic migrant workers (waidi) who worked outside the city. After 

graduating from high school, she worked evening shifts at a restaurant followed by early 

morning shifts at a bakery with little time to sleep. With few opportunities beyond low-

wage service or factory work, her parents pushed her to work overseas for a few years to 

“toughen her character” (duanlian duanlian). They gave her three options where she had 

one relative on the ground: South Africa, Costa Rica, or Venezuela. All Lisa knew about 
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South Africa was its history of gold and diamonds. With a cousin and classmate in 

Johannesburg, she reluctantly chose South Africa, and after the Lunar New Year, embarked 

on her journey, traveling from Guangzhou to Beijing, flying to Mozambique, and then 

crossing the border into South Africa. Her cousin helped her apply for a work permit and 

find a place to live and work in a restaurant in the suburb where her classmate was. After 

another server accused her of stealing an eyeshadow compact, back when her skin was 

thinner, she quit out of humiliation. 

One month later, she found her apartment in Chinatown and a job as an assistant at 

the China Mall. Her job was being an extra set of hands at the register and eyes on 

customers and shop workers, essentially to make sure the African employees did not steal 

when the boss was not there. I spent most of my days that summer hanging out at this shop. 

She passed the time learning English phrases from me and the shop workers, who would 

say, “this one is nice” because of her sweet demeanor compared to their boss. On Friday 

nights, her boyfriend or boss would take us both to Eastgate Mall, the mall near Chinatown 

that was the place for Chinese migrants to be on Friday nights. 

Much of what she loved about her life in China evaporated in South Africa. In her 

first month, she cried every night. Within a few months, her cousin’s wife returned to 

China, leaving her with only one relative and one friend. While she could be, as she said, 

a “carefree child” in China and walk anywhere at night, in Johannesburg she was confined 

to her room after dark. What her parents wanted for her happened, she said: “My thinking 

became independent; my way of life became independent…I cannot say I have become 

very mature, but I am much more mature than when I was in China.” Lisa’s future was 

uncertain. When I asked her where she wanted to be in a decade, expecting her to say the 



 135 

U.S. because of the questions she asked me about my life there, she responded in terms of 

marriage and children. Having felt so much loneliness as an only child with parents away, 

she wanted to be in a country where she could have more than one child, and in a 

prosperous economy where she could eventually start a small business. She wanted to leave 

South Africa after a few years because it was too unsafe to raise children. When I left in 

2014, her boyfriend was teaching her how to drive, empowering her with control over her 

mobility. When I saw her again in 2015, she had quit the party shop and was a full-time 

hostess at Chinatown’s karaoke bar, a hub for sex work. Since then, I lost touch with her.  

 
Young women shop assistants at the China Mall are like Lisa. They were born in the 1980s 

or 1990s, grew up in a village or small city in Guangdong or Fujian, and with limited 

options for employment in China, plan to work abroad for a few years, and often at the will 

of their parents who want a better life for them. They make the journey alone, start a new 

life faraway, and work to pay off their debts. Young women workers like Lisa are easy to 

identify. They lighten their hair, keep up with Chinese pop culture, wear sequins, mesh, 

jeans, and platform shoes. In the mornings, they can be seen waiting for their rides from 

employers or friends. With few preexisting contacts in Johannesburg, they rely on each 

other for friendship. Part of China City and Chinatown’s dating scene, many have 

boyfriends (nanpengyou) and while they aspire to be pretty women (meinu), they want to 

find a cool and handsome guys (shuaige). After work, they walk around Chinatown arm-

in-arm. On Friday nights, they congregate at the Body Shop, the Dior counter, and KFC at 

Eastgate Mall. Their signature accessory is the clear pink plastic purse. Unlike traders, they 
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have few valuables, and use a clear pink purse to announce to opportunistic strangers that 

there are no valuables inside. 

The most prominent feature of the labor identity of these shop assistants is “girl.” 

For instance, in Mr. Zheng’s Bad Boyz minibus taxi, there was a rotating cast of young 

women workers, who unable to drive, paid for a seat. For as much time we spent together, 

we did not actually know each other’s names, but each had a nickname, a variation of girl. 

There was “light bulb girl” (dengpaomei) who sold light bulbs, “blanket girl” (maotanmei) 

who sold blankets, “glasses girl” (yanjingmei) who wore glasses, and me, “American girl” 

(meiguomei). Young women at the China Mall were addressed, including by their bosses 

as xiaomei, which means little sister and colloquially refers to assistants, servers, and 

feminized service labor in China, and is similar to meinu, referring to young pretty women. 

The first time I heard the term dagongmei, a Post-Mao identity referring to young 

unmarried female workers, it was from a male worker. Invoking the term with a derogatory 

connotation, he complained to me that these dagongmei thought they were too good to date 

him, that they were only interested in becoming the mistress of a boss. The young women 

I met did not use the gendered term dagongmei to describe themselves but did see 

themselves as workers (dagong). I frame this class of “mall girls” as a version of 

dagongmei in order to understand their position in Post-Mao China and in relation to the 

Chinese boss (laoban).  

Anthropologists Yan Hairong and Pun Ngai have done important work on 

dangongmei in the context of factory work. The word dagongmei, itself a Cantonese term 

imported from Hong Kong, had a limited early appearance in 19th century Guangdong to 

describe female silk factory workers. It emerged in the Post-Mao era as young rural women 
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migrated to work in the urban factories of China’s special economic zones.74 Its meanings 

are multi-layered as Pun Ngai explains: 

Dagongmei is a newly coined term, denoting a new kind of labour 
relationship fundamentally different from those of Mao’s period. A 
Cantonese term imported from Hong Kong, its meanings are multi-layered. 
Dagong means ‘working for the boss,’ or ‘selling labour,’ connoting 
commodification and a capitalist exchange of labour for wages. Mei means 
younger sister. It denotes not merely gender, but also marital status – mei is 
single, unmarried and younger (and thus of a lower status). In contrast to 
the term ‘worker’ (gongren), which carried the highest status in the socialist 
rhetoric of Mao’s day, the new word dagong signifies a lesser identity – that 
of a hired hand – in a new context shaped by the rise of market factors in 
labour relations and hierarchy. 

 
Thus, mall girls are near the bottom of the social hierarchy. I deliberately use the term 

dagongmei as a category to draw parallels between the gendered labor identity of the 

factory girl, the rural-urban migrant worker in China, and the mall girl, the transnational 

migrant worker in the Global South. The mall girl and factory girl are two iterations of 

dagongmei and are particular kinds of desiring neoliberal global subjects. As Yan Hairong 

explains, the dagongmei as neoliberal migrant worker is a rational market agent of her own 

self-development.75 Moreover, the “desire for a new, modern subjectivity encapsulates the 

ethos of the widespread longing among rural youth to ‘see the world’ (jian jian shi 

mian).”76 As Leslie Chang elucidates in Factory Girls, “To go out and stay out…is to 

change your fate.”77  

                                                   
74 The term applies to migrant workers beyond factories. For instance, instead of baomu and ayi, dagongmei 
also is often the preferred term for migrant domestic workers. Ngai, 1. Hairong Yan, New Masters, New 
Servants: Migration, Development, and Women Workers in China (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2008), 20. 
75 Yan, 10. 
76 Ibid., 26. 
77 Leslie T. Chang, Factory Girls: From Village to City in a Changing China (New York, Spiegel & Grau, 
2008), 11. 
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Migration is a transformative self-development project. Ngai observes, “The 

production regime and they themselves shared in a common desire to transform them into 

dagongmei, modern ‘working girls.’ To be modern means eliminating traces of 

peasantness, or the dagongmei’s triumph over the xiangxiamei, the ‘village girl.’”78 

Extending Lisa Rofel’s insights on post-socialist self-making, self-development, whether 

through consumption or in this case migration, includes the cultivation of a properly 

cosmopolitan and desiring self that allows women, who stand in for the nation, to transcend 

the specificities of place and identity to be part of the ‘world.”79 Mall girls, like factory 

girls, remake themselves in Johannesburg, shedding the “countryside girl” and displaying 

her consumption, worldliness, and new life in Africa for those around them and on social 

media.  For young women workers at the mall, instead of going to the factory as Jenny had, 

migrating to South Africa is an opportunity to see the world and change your fate, to no 

longer be a “careless child” but a modern globally mobile working girl.  

Social dependence as labor discipline is especially pronounced with young women 

workers. Male bosses often call female shop assistants “little sister” (xiaomei), while they 

were called “big brother” (dage) instead of the excessively formal and deferential “boss” 

(laoban). The paternalism of little sisters and big brothers is exacerbated by the social norm 

of Chinese men as protectors of Chinese women from racial others. Accordingly, 

ethnicized production networks depend on ethnic enclaves and families to “instill feminine 

values of loyalty, obedience, and patience, and to mold docile labor.”80 The unmarried mall 
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girl is socially vulnerable for in multiple ways. Without a family network in a faraway 

place, mall girls have little access to social or economic capital, with the exception of 

becoming a mistress to a boss, which is not uncommon and comes with its intensified 

dependencies and social costs of being reviled for their sexual freedom. The mall girl as a 

potential mistress is part of her sexual identity. Moreover, social norms around marriage 

limit their migration trajectories and the possibilities of Going South. Chang points out, “If 

migration liberated young women from the village, it also dropped them in a no-man’s 

land.” In what was called “unfit for a higher position but unwilling to take a lower one” 

(gaobucheng, dibujiu), “Women who had moved up from the assembly line disdained the 

men back in the village, but city men looked down on them in turn.”81 Mall girls return to 

China past their prime years for marriage and with a new in-between social status. Given 

the gender imbalance in China, young women risk losing their opportunity to marry, 

becoming “leftover women” and trading modern cosmopolitan mobility for traditional 

social security. The mall girl embodies the contradictions of global mobility and local 

immobility, the liberated Chinese girl yet regulated and limited in new ways across borders, 

highlighting the gendered dimensions of Going South. 

 
Coda: Exit Trajectories 

When faced with legal and economic uncertainty, Chinese migrants have looked for ways 

out of South Africa whenever the opportunity arises. In response to the decline in business, 

traders began downsizing their businesses (qiye shou suo), eliminating shops one by one 

(jian yi ge dian, jian yi ge dian) and cutting down their Chinese workforce. Some bosses 

                                                   
81 Chang, 57. 



 140 

quit, sold off their stock and shop, sometimes at a loss, and worked for another boss or 

returned to China. Chinese workers tell a different story. With the plummeting exchange 

rate, it has become pointless for Chinese workers to stay in South Africa when they can 

earn a similar wage in China. “To spend so much money on basic living and eating [chi 

zu], and to come so far, and only a few thousand in the bank account—it’s not worth it,” 

Lao Cheng rationalized. The first to leave have been the workers at China Malls and in 

Chinatown as they have been downsized and the real value of wages has declined. While 

some have returned to China, others have moved to other countries, whether Ghana, 

Mozambique, or Argentina. 

 As Chinese traders have been leaving South Africa to try their hand in other markets 

in the world, the snakehead business has also been changing. Since June 2015, one year 

after the immigration regulations went into effect, the new scheme has been to arrange 

legal (zhenggui) tourist visas to the U.S. from South Africa, then overstay the visa and 

work illegally (da heigong). The snakehead business is tremendously flexible and attuned 

to global developments such as “geopolitical blackholes.” Keefe remarks, “Above all, the 

snakehead business has been adaptable and well-suited to a globalized age. Because of 

loose-knit organizational structures and the diversity of international contacts, smugglers 

can take advantage of shifts in the regulatory or geopolitical landscape and exploit them in 

innovative ways.”82 The ability to go to the U.S. is also a consequence of the new ten-year 

multiple-entry visa for Chinese nationals to visit the U.S. However, these visas have been 

only granted to a minority who can prove that their lives are indeed in South Africa, issuing 
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bank account statements and property deeds for shops and homes as proof. With South 

Africa’s declining market conditions, Chinese traders and workers have moved on to new 

locations in the Global South and also the North. 

As I showed in this chapter, socially and economically marginal in China, Chinese 

traders and workers, with flexible sensibilities, turn to the frontier markets of South Africa, 

and more broadly Africa and the Global South, in pursuit of prosperity. As I have argued, 

Chinese migration to the Global South must be understood in the context of new frontiers 

of global racial capital – an undercurrent of capital and migration flows running parallel to 

the elite project of BRICS – and uneven development and inequality in neoliberalizing 

Post-Mao China. Going South is a world-making project that is gendered as it produces 

gendered desires and subjectivities, and also reconfigures relations of power as gender 

intersects with race, ethnicity, sexuality, and class. In South Africa, Chinese traders and 

workers access new forms of mobility but also are vulnerable in new ways, living in legal 

limbo and intimately dependent on others in an insular, hierarchical community. As later 

chapters explore, Chinese traders and workers’ marginal positions in China shift as they 

gain new access to power in South Africa. While Chinese traders subordinate Chinese 

workers, they both exercise dominance over African shop workers.  
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Chapter 3 

Going Underground: Global Capital’s Clandestine Infrastructure 

 

The shipping container or suitcase full of cash is a trope associated with Chinese traders at 

China Malls and exemplifies popular imaginings about illicit global money flows. As 

another anthropologist shared with me, one conspiracy theory, a Zimbabwean production 

manager in Johannesburg speculated that Chinese traders import containers of fabric or 

pencils, some banal commodity, and send containers full of U.S. dollars back to China. 

Having depleted the U.S. dollar supply, there are no longer denominations above 20 dollars 

circulating in Zimbabwe. Grant, a Malawian worker at China City, was certain that his 

boss, rather than using a bank, would take a suitcase of cash back to Shanghai in three-

month cycles. Linked to the suitcase of cash is the belief that China Malls only benefited 

Chinese and not Africans. Grant said, “they just make money and that money is not used 

in this country, our country…they just take the money and go to their country.” While 

working for Chinese traders, I learned first-hand that moving the sheer mass of bills 

requires an infrastructure far more complex than a suitcase. What Grant and I did not know 

at the time of our exchange was that the “underground bank” was just down the corridor. 

Even as global money flows are facilitated “from above” through bilateral state 

relations and formal channels between Chinese and South African banks, underground 

banks remain a key infrastructure for the one-way capital flows from South Africa to China 

“from below.” Widely used among Chinese traders and normalized as legitimate practice, 

money moves between South Africa and China through illegal underground banks (dixia 

qianzhuang) run by a handful of Chinese businessmen. At China City, this room, before it 
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became defunct, was literally the physical site of often abstracted “global flows”; it was 

the key infrastructure for transforming a pile of South African bills into yuan in a bank 

account in China. Capital circulates in a cash-based economy of formal and informal 

financial institutions, a tightly gatekept parallel economy for Chinese traders and workers, 

and illicitly flows from South Africa to China through the underground bank. For traders, 

this parallel economy is a means to maximize profits and circumvent South African state 

controls on foreign currency outflows. Anna Tsing argues that in studying globalization, 

the channel and “channel-making activities” are just as important as the “flow.” After all, 

“’flow’ is a movement stimulated through political and economic channels.”1 This chapter 

focuses on the flow and the channel: investigating who benefits from increased economic 

connections and how capital moves is at stake. As Grant intimated, these economic flows 

are unidirectional, a one-way outflow of profits accumulated from African consumer 

markets and labor at the China Mall to China. 

Traders are highly entrepreneurial, pragmatic, and flexible, choosing emerging 

global markets with weak regulation. China City is an environment of saturated markets, 

ruthless competition, and risk-taking. In this hypercompetitive market, low-profit 

commodities are lucrative insofar traders cut legal corners, innovating economic practices 

that blur the boundaries of formal/informal, licit/illicit, and legal/illegal. Accordingly, 

China City is a site of plural and shifting practices: registering companies with Revenue 

Services while underreporting turnover, moving containers through customs with amended 

                                                
1 In dominant analyses of globalization and centered on images of “circulation,” the channels of circulation 
are lost. Tsing points out, “A focus on circulation shows us the movement of people, things, ideas, or 
institutions, but it does not show us how this movement depends on defining tracks and grounds or scales 
and units of agency.” Anna Tsing, “The Global Situation,” Cultural Anthropology 15, no. 3 (2000): 337-338. 



 

144 

packing lists, switching between formal and underground banks, and as the next chapter 

details, hiring undocumented migrants with no legal recourse. This economy is organized 

around cash, as cash lends itself to fluidly moving between official and unofficial 

economies while maximizing profitability. Importantly, banked cash incurs high fees that 

undercut profits and enters state regulation: South African Revenue Services (SARS) taxes 

earnings and monitors registered businesses, and the South African Reserve Bank monitors 

and limits how much money can be annually sent out of the country through authorized 

foreign exchange markets (Forex). While traders register businesses with SARS and use 

official banks to leave some trace in the official economy, they also rely on unofficial 

alternatives to bypass constrictions that reduce profits. Emblematic of everyday 

entrepreneurial risk-taking, they follow “straight” (zhenggui) channels and also “go 

underground” (zou dixia) through unofficial ones depending on circumstance, engendering 

a plurality of capitalist enterprises and market transactions not reducible to one form of 

capitalist economy.2 In this chapter, I argue that the plurality of economic forms is an 

indispensable strategy for maximizing profits that are ultimately sent to China and 

consequently deepen global inequalities. Moreover, I argue that global capital is global 

racial capital. Racialized bodies are recruited for not only accumulating but also moving 

capital across borders, while race and ethnicity undergird the social organization of 

economic life among Chinese migrants. 

Chinese traders’ rule-bending is not a secret. Noseweek magazine characterized 

Chinese shops as “a largely unlawful enterprise that threatens to destroy local commerce 

                                                
2 See J.K. Gibson-Graham, “Rethinking the Economy with Thick Description and Weak Theory,” Current 
Anthropology 55, no. S9 (2014): S147-S153. 
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and cost the taxman billions,” aligning the shops with a “criminal economy” and “black-

market economy.” Part of the problem is weak law enforcement of “under-invoiced and 

undeclared imports, and the non-payment of VAT [sales] and various labour-related 

levies.”3 In spite of its sensational reporting and lack of factual rigor, the expose was not 

far off the mark. Indeed, the story attests to the dominant perception of the illegality of 

business practices at Chinese shops and China Malls. In writing about traders’ illicit 

practices, my aim is not to further expose the hidden practices of vulnerable subjects in 

order to sensationalize the illicit; rather question the normative moral discourses that 

legitimize certain economic activities as “licit” in the first place while marginalizing the 

“illicit.” Whether to operate “straight” or “go underground” is not primarily an ethical 

choice based in notions of morality and illegality, rather a pragmatic calculation based on 

the opportunity and risk of circumventing regulation under specific circumstances, and the 

channels and networks that are created out of intimacy, necessity, and proximity when their 

legal and formal counterparts seem less accessible. 

Globalization has spurred the twinning of financial institutions. Of these two faces, 

one is licit, official, and legitimate, and the “dark side of globalization” that encompasses 

informal and underground to illicit and criminal economies. Robert Cox remarks, “What is 

particularly interesting about these literatures is that the dark side of globalization is not 

understood as globalization’s opposite but as its mirror image” and “the same 

characteristics that [an informal system] is vilified for, such as speed, trust, paperlessness, 

global reach, and fluidity, are precisely those attributes that globalizing investment banking 

                                                
3 “Howzit China?” Noseweek, issue 157, November 1, 2012, http://www.noseweek.co.za/article/2836/How 
zit-China? (accessed May 25, 2016). 
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aspires to.”4 James Ferguson points out the “uncanny dark double” of the “shadow 

economy,” writing “Beyond mere uncertainty or lack of clarity, the ‘shadow’ idea usually 

also implies also a kind of doubling. Alongside the official economy, the ‘shadow 

economy’ is an ‘informal’ one that is ‘parallel’ to it.”5 As this chapter explores, in the world 

of Chinese traders, economic life is full of doubles and copies, creating a set of economic 

flows that diverges from and converges with the “official global economy” at multiple 

scales and levels. 

In this chapter, I explore the shadow economy of rotating credit associations, 

underground banks, and foreign exchange services exclusively by and for Chinese traders 

and workers. In “following the money,” my aim is to illustrate how global capital flows 

actually materialize, however, I admit my account is incomplete and evidence full of holes. 

This is the challenge of studying an economy built on secrecy. Karmar Lochrie likens 

secrecy to dark matter, “like the spaces between stars. To try to talk about secrets is 

something like trying to describe [those] spaces.’”6 To do so, I unwittingly adopted the 

conspiracy theorist’s “scanning gaze” for “things, details, signs, evidence” in search of “an 

order behind the visible.”7 I gathered accounts from security guards, mall managers, 

bankers, accountants, and the users of these services – perspectives on the outside –  which 

often conflicted. I pieced together available information about cash and sources, while 

                                                
4 Quoted in Marieke De Goede, Speculative Security: The Politics of Pursuing Terrorist Monies (Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 102. 
5 James Ferguson, Global Shadows: Africa in the Neoliberal World Order (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2006), 16-17. 
6 Quoted in Katherine Verdery, Secrets and Truths: Ethnography in the Archive of Romania’s Secret Police 
(Budapest and New York: Central European University Press, 2014), 79. 
7 Kathleen Stewart, “Conspiracy Theory’s Worlds,” Paranoia within Reason: A Casebook on Conspiracy as 
Explanation, ed. George E. Marcus (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1999), 16-17. 



 

147 

imagining how the entire system worked: who uses these alternative systems, what are the 

points of cash flow, and how cash traverses national boundaries. 

This chapter begins with a brief review of scholarship on economic informality to 

clarify and question the categories that circumscribe economic life. Cash is a crucial 

medium for its mobility across economic and legal boundaries. I turn to Chinese traders’ 

cash economy, its material and visual aspects, and the local infrastructure traders create to 

circulate cash as an alternative to South African banks. The local cash economy does not, 

however, operate in a vacuum. I situate it alongside Chinese and South African banks and 

efforts to incorporate and regulate Chinese traders’ unregulated economic activities. In 

addition to the local cash economy in Johannesburg, I also trace transnational flows from 

South Africa to China and the loopholes and infrastructures traders used to route their 

money. I describe the dynamics between Chinese traders, corrupt law enforcement, and the 

institutional middlemen who made loopholes possible, in addition to Forex companies and 

the underground bank as the infrastructure for illicit transnational capital flows.  

 
Forms of Informality 

Since early studies on the informal economy, economic anthropologists have studied 

modern economies between binary categories of licit/illicit, formal/informal, legal/illegal, 

and official/unofficial.8 In the present, the neoliberal casualization of labor has made it 

such that many people cross back and forth between sectors. As Elizabeth Hull has 

                                                
8 In the 1970s Keith Hart first articulated the informal economy to account for forms of income opportunities 
in African cities that eluded Western typologies, focusing on how rural migrants and urban poor made 
livelihoods through casual labor and entrepreneurship outside of more permanent wage labor in the formal 
sector. In this schema, the formal and informal constitute distinct economic spheres, and illegality is 
subsumed within informality. Keith Hart, “Informal Income Opportunities and Urban Employment in 
Ghana,” The Journal of Modern African Studies 11, no. 1 (1973): 61-89. 
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documented in South Africa, people sometimes utilize informal means to generate capital 

for formalization processes, demonstrating “how the process of formalization entails the 

simultaneous production of informal mediums, the two being mutually implicated in each 

other, rather than the maintenance of two independent spheres.”9 Conceptually, each binary 

pair is co-constituted; the formal needs the informal to define itself, so does the licit and 

illicit, legal and illegal, and official and unofficial. Although often entangled with each 

other, these categories do not map onto each other, nor are they synonymous with each 

other. Formality eludes definition; it encompasses state accreditation with official 

documents and certification processes, and also aesthetic signifiers and social meanings.  

Instead of a set of fixed characteristics, informality is a condition. Daniel Goldstein writes 

on street vending in Bolivia, “Rather than a fixed position inhabited by permanently 

‘informal’ actors…informality is a condition, a pervasive and fluctuating status that may 

characterize the operations of any given actor or institution at any given moment.”10 Jane 

Guyer writes, “formality is experienced by the population in its plural and concrete 

forms…rather than as an enduring generalizable principle.”11 For instance, unofficial 

economies are sometimes highly organized and regulated outside of official channels; 

official economies follow rules inconsistently and are at times highly informal. Despite its 

lack of precision, as I use here, the informal economy can be defined as “the underground 

system of buying and selling that parallels the official economy.”12  

                                                
9 Elizabeth Hull, “Banking in the Bush: Waiting for Credit in South Africa’s Rural Economy,” Africa 82, no. 
1 (2012), 183. 
10 Daniel M. Goldstein, Owners of the Sidewalk: Security and Survival in the Informal City (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2016), 77. 
11 Jane Guyer quoted in Hull, 175. 
12 Goldstein, x. 



 

149 

Similar to the slippery distinctions between the formal and informal, in Fiscal 

Disobedience, Janet Roitman troubles some of the categories of licit/illicit, legal/illegal, 

and official/unofficial as her informants in Cameroon and Chad distinguished between 

illegal activities and illicit practices in which “maintaining illegality in terms of licit 

behavior” is about “what they see as the relationship between illegal and licit: being on the 

margins, but in the norm.” The legal and licit “are expressions of truth about state power, 

or the relationships through which one governs both populations and the economy” and a 

form of self-understanding of ethical practice.13 Similarly, Goldstein observes, “For some 

local actors, something can be seen as licit or ‘legitimate’ even though it might technically 

be illegal, while other things – taxes, for example – can seem illegitimate to local people 

even if they are formally licit.”14 As Goldstein’s term webs of illegality captures, a plurality 

of legal and illegal practices can be normalized as licit.15 

The semi-licit is produced through webs of illegality in which flexible, risk-taking 

economic subjects act within the shifting parameters of the law and local moral 

economies.16 My usage of the semi-licit is intended to capture the dynamic practices that 

emerge from the fluid boundaries between the official/unofficial, formal/informal, and 

legal/illegal, utilizing both official and unofficial channels, passing some flows through 

state regulation and rerouting others underground. Thus, the semi-licit follows a both/and 

logic; its forms are dynamic, ad-hoc, and contingent on circumstance and calculations of 

                                                
13 Janet Roitman, Fiscal Disobedience: An Anthropology of Economic Regulation in Central Africa 
(Princeton and Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2005), 21. 
14 Goldstein, 23. 
15 Ibid., 192. 
16 As Ara Wilson has defined, a moral economy is “an economy that may rely on markets and money but is 
governed or at least constrained by local community values and expectations.” Ara Wilson, The Intimate 
Economies of Bangkok: Tomboys, Tycoons, and Avon Ladies in the Global City (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London: University of California Press, 2004), 11. 
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risk and profit. The semi-licit also underscores the moral spectrum of illegality ranging 

from widely accepted, normalized licit activities to stigmatized, criminalized illicit ones. 

In everyday discourses at China City, the normalization of the illicit is reflected in the 

difference in meaning between violating the law (fanfa) and committing a crime (fanzui). 

The former is associated with unlawful practices in the service of making economic 

livelihoods, such as entering the country with a human smuggler or using the underground 

bank. Illegal practices using the underground bank and evading taxes are normalized and 

morally unquestioned. I was struck that traders did not discuss why they did not pay taxes, 

only how. 

In contrast, activities associated with the “mafia” are explicitly marked as criminal 

and illicit. Distinguished from unregulated economic activity viewed as licit, Chinatown’s 

criminal cash economy consists of black markets for high-interest loans (gaolidai), drugs, 

and sex work; the mafia’s economy of gambling debts and extortion; and the popular illegal 

Chinese lottery known as fahfee or “Mo China.”17 Through the color black (hei), traders 

associate this criminal economy with the “mafia” (heisehui) and “black money” 

(heiqian).18 That is, to “go underground” and “black money” are not one and the same. The 

mafia, both a real and imagined social network, acts as a boundary between the semi-licit 

and illicit spheres. As examples illuminate, these spheres are by no means distinct as “black 

money” circulates back and forth in the form of cash. With a spectrum of morally licit to 

                                                
17 See Peter Gastrow, “Triad Societies and Chinese Organised Crime in South Africa,” Institute for Security 
Studies 48 (2001): 1-8; Phillip Harrison, Khangelani Moyo, and Yan Yang, “Strategies and Tactics: Chinese 
Immigrants and Diasporic Spaces in Johannesburg, South Africa,” Journal of Southern African Studies 38, 
no. 4 (2012): 911; Detlev Krige, “’We Are Running for a Living’: Work, Leisure and Speculative 
Accumulation in an Underground Numbers Lottery in Johannesburg,” African Studies 70, no. 1 (2011): 3-
24. 
18 “Black money” might be considered as “special money.” Viviana A. Zelizer, “The Social Meaning of 
Money: ‘Special Monies,’” The American Journal of Sociology 95, no. 2 (1989): 351. 
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illicit practices, Chinese migrants in Johannesburg have created a stratified shadow 

economy, defined as the “interstitial between legally-regulated channels of trade and the 

black market sphere.”19 The remainder of this chapter focuses on not “black money,” but 

the illegal, informal, and unofficial practices that traders normalize as licit and necessary 

for accumulation. 

 
“A lot of cash is going around” 

Chinatown and China City run nearly entirely on cash (xianjin), creating a local and 

transnational infrastructure for its circulation. Chinatown contains a tightly networked and 

insular economy of landlords, grocers, restaurants, bars, hotels, private drivers, hair 

dressers, and service providers. Accustomed to plastic cards, I was surprised to see cash 

counting machines sold at Chinatown grocery stores and marveled at the whirring sound it 

made. Seeing thick stacks of banknotes excited me, while carrying my rent down the street 

instilled anxiety. At China City, traders pay workers salaries in cash and hand over tens of 

thousands of rand in cash to the management office every month. In recent years, traders 

have started using credit cards and transferring funds between bank accounts for 

purchasing goods, however cash remains the dominant medium of transaction. Cars, real 

estate, and even plane tickets are purchased in cash; the small supermarket in the China 

City parking lot serves as a collection point for Chinatown’s travel agencies.  

Among Chinese traders in Johannesburg, the use of cash runs counter to the 

increasing usage of digital, mobile, biometric, and/or electronic payment technologies 

                                                
19 Donna Kerner quoted in Eileen Moyer, “Popular Cartographies: Youthful Imaginings of the Global in the 
Streets of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,” City and Society 16, no. 2 (2004): 124. 
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toward cashless economies and financial inclusion.20 With the historical dematerialization 

of modern money from gold specie to paper notes to plastic credit to digital payments, 

money is often viewed as a free-floating signifier no longer possessing but representing 

value, pronouncing the death of “real money.”21 And yet, as Appadurai notes, banknotes 

and coins remain “anchors of materiality in a world of invisible wealth.” Cash “rac[es] 

from pocket to pocket without the logistical drag of conversion, storage, restriction, 

accounting, and dematerialization.”22 Cash is materially an unruly medium of exchange 

and accumulation. It requires distinct practices as it pocketed, hoarded, transacted, and 

circulated. It physically accumulates in neat stacks and messy piles. Bills need to be 

checked for authenticity, straightened, sorted, banded, and bagged.23 As China City’s 

leading wholesalers can turn over more than one hundred thousand rand in cash per day, 

they run into the problem of what to physically do with it all. Cash is hidden under literal 

and figurative mattresses: in safes and vaults, under floorboards, in China Bags, in 

cardboard boxes and locked drawers under the counter. The day-to-day problem of 

accumulating banknotes presents the physical problem of weight and volume, devaluation 

when national currency loses value, and loss when notes physically degrade.  

                                                
20 See Keith Breckenridge, “The World’s First Biometric Money: Ghana’s E-Zwich and the Contemporary 
Influence of South African Biometrics,” Africa 80, no. 4 (2010): 642-662; Jane Kendall, Bill Maurer, Phillip 
Machoka, and Clara Veniard, “An Emerging Platform: From Money Transfer System to Mobile Money 
Ecosystem,” innovations 6, no. 4 (2012): 49-64.  
21 Nigel Dodd, The Social Life of Money (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2014), 40-41; 
Bill Maurer, “The Anthropology of Money,” Annual Review of Anthropology 35 (2006): 15-36.   
22 Arjun Appadurai, “Spectral Housing and Urban Cleansing: Notes on Millennial Mumbai.” Public 
Culture 12, no. 3 (2000): 634. 
23 Modern money is social and symbolic, for instance, the “elaborate means of counting bills and coins or 
dramatic means of secreting the counting.” Bill Maurer, “Regulation as Retrospective Ethnography: Mobile 
Money and the Arts of Cash,” Banking and Finance Law Review 27 (2012): 308. 
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The materiality of cash as visible money is distinct from capital and other forms of 

money. As anthropologists of money have put forth, money is at once a social relation, 

material reality, and symbolic system. As Bill Maurer posits, cash has many positive 

virtues and negative externalities. On one hand, Maurer writes, “The ‘dying arts’ of cash 

are resilient indeed, in no small measure due to their role in maintaining, solidifying, and 

extending social relationships and obligations.”24 On the other hand, there is “the 

clumsiness of coin and cash, or the possibility of loss or theft,” as Maurer notes, and “issues 

of access to one’s money in social contexts rife with crime, fear, violence, or physical or 

social distance from reliable banking institutions.”25 Within the insular networks of 

Chinatown and China Malls, exchanging cash cultivates trust and strengthens ethnic ties.  

Unofficial channels generate new social collectivities by binding strangers through 

monetary relations, for instance, exchanging thousands in each transaction or participating 

in informal credit associations. However, traders are vulnerable to violent and at times fatal 

robberies, their bodies – marked on the surface by race, clothing, accents, and sensibilities 

– imagined as contiguous with cash. The head of security at China City viewed hoarding 

as the main reason for crime targeting traders. He speculated that 80 percent of Chinese 

traders do not use banks and have “wads of money” hidden away at home: “your older 

generation still believe like pop it in a mattress, pop it in a box underneath the register.” 

He explained: 

…maybe they don’t have enough faith, but that is why they are being 
targeted [for robbery]. It’s cash money. Nothing is registered. They don’t 
have records or what money is coming in or what’s going out, so it’s a 
lucrative business, it’s a cash-flow business. Cash comes in, nobody knows, 

                                                
24 Ibid., 302-303. 
25 Bill Maurer, “Finger counting money,” Anthropological Theory 10, nos. 1-2 (2010): 179. 
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and it gets packed away, and yeah, that’s the reason they’ve been 
targeted…the situation is a lot of cash is going around.  
 

The problem, as he saw it, is that instead of banking, Chinese traders hoard cash. 

In one of the earliest criticisms of hoarding, Marx in Grundrisse depicts holding on 

to “buried” and “secret” money as a form of barbarism “still on a large scale, in Asia.” In 

mainstream economic discourses, hoarding is depicted as backwards and irrational, and is 

further vilified as the individual’s solipsistic distancing from social institutions. The 

dominant idea of hoarding is that it is irrational and backwards. Hoarding takes money out 

of community circulation, while cash does not accrue interest as savings and even 

depreciates.26 Yet, in defense of hoarding: 

Hoarding is far from barbarically stupid if one does not trust the surrounding 
social institutions where one might otherwise ‘save’ one’s economic value…In 
other words, people who are accused of hoarding are merely people who have 
not yet bought into the social institutions that would allow them to circulate 
their money.27 
 

Traders expressed distrust with South African banks because of rumors about millions lost 

to unexplained asset seizures. Whereas money is presumably safest in a bank account, 

traders worried about being locked out of their accounts because of “suspicious” activity. 

Instead of South African banks, traders have developed their own financial institutions. 

In place of the bank, traders have found their own means to locally circulate cash 

and make loans. Traders often borrow interest-free from friends and family. However, 

when importing a container or expanding a business, a larger loan is often needed. 

Fujianese traders turn to local informal credit associations (hui). Dating back to Imperial 

                                                
26 Gustav Peebles, “Inverting the Panopticon: Money and the Nationalization of the Future,” Public Culture 
20, no. 2 (2008): 240, emphasis mine. 
27 Ibid., 253, emphasis original. 
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China, the hui is akin to a community loan or rotating credit and savings association where 

members, organized around one head (huitou) contribute to and take turns using a 

collective pot. This credit market was often interest-free until the reform era when 

associations increasingly became interest-charging “bidding associations” (biaohui), 

which are popular today in southeastern Fujian and Zhejiang.28 Each month someone 

collects the entire pool, and when more than one member needs the money, they bid (biao) 

to win the pool. By free market logic, members vote in their self-interest to profit the most. 

Although informal with its lack of paper trail, it is highly organized with rules.29  

As practiced in Johannesburg, the group is organized around a head (huitou), a well-

respected businessman connected to the mafia. Within a group of acquaintances sharing 

large sums of cash, the head is necessary as the gatekeeper and guarantor in the event 

someone defaults. For example, Jenny belonged to Mr. Zheng’s hui of fifteen people 

contributing a monthly fee (fei) of 20,000 ZAR in cash. Rarely does anyone defect from 

the group because of the vetting process, and out of fear of the reach of the mafia network 

in South Africa and Fujian. Although this microfinance institution is not technically illegal, 

it exists outside the official economy and is made possible through its criminal 

underpinning.30 “Black money” can never be fully cordoned off from the semi-licit 

                                                
28 See Kellee S. Tsai, “Banquet Banking: Gender and Rotating Savings and Credit Associations in South 
China,” China Quarterly 161 (200): 146-147. 
29 On interest, “In the traditional ‘rotating association,’ the collective pot would be rotated among each of the 
members until everyone had had a turn. Given that this would mean some members would have to wait 
several months for their turn, contemporary associations generally charge higher rates of interest to those 
who receive the collective pot early in the rotating cycle, while those who wait until the latter months would 
end up as net recipients of interest payments from all the other members who had already collected.” Ibid., 
147. 
30 Tsai explains, “informal finance refers to a range of financing, savings, and investment vehicles that are 
not sanctioned by the People’s Bank of China. This definition leaves room for the reality that various types 
of informal financing arrangements and non-banking financial institutions are either registered with other 
official entities—or quietly condoned because they provide financial services to underserved local markets.” 



 

156 

economy. The institutions traders have created to circulate cash have become an alternative 

to official banking, while official banks attempt to incorporate unbanked Chinese migrants.  

 
Banking the Unbanked 

As capital-intensive, geopolitical projects like BRICS proliferate and bilateral ties 

strengthen, common sense suggests new financial infrastructures will facilitate capital 

flows at all scales and levels above and below the state. With the arrival of all four of 

China’s state-owned banks in South Africa over the past decade, the view “from below” in 

Johannesburg shows capital flows have been far from smooth or continuous. In spite of 

infrastructure developments for Beijing-Johannesburg capital routes, money moves 

between China and South Africa in unruly routes, “going underground” (zou dixia) and 

taking detours through regulatory black holes. 

 

 
Figure 3.1 Bank of China advertisement at OR Tambo airport, 2016. 

                                                
Kellee S. Tsai, “The Political Economy of State Capitalism and Shadow Banking in China,” Issues and 
Studies 51, no. 1 (2015): 67. 
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In 2000, the Bank of China and the Chinese Construction Bank opened branches in 

Sandton, South Africa’s financial district. Sandton has not always been the financial center; 

it was only after the 1990s crime wave when corporate headquarters and the stock market 

fled the inner city Central Business District for the affluent white northern suburb Sandton. 

Without physical offices, the China Development Bank has maintained working groups in 

Johannesburg to monitor emerging “interests.” In 2007, the Industrial and Commercial 

Bank of China (ICBC), China’s largest lender, acquired a twenty percent share of Standard 

Bank, South Africa’s biggest bank in assets with a strong continental presence operating 

in eighteen African countries. Of unprecedented scale, the acquisition was made in cash, 

and at the time was the largest Chinese investment in Africa and overseas acquisition by a 

Chinese commercial bank.31 In 2016, the Bank of China in South Africa became the first 

clearing bank in Africa to facilitate trade and investment while promoting the 

internationalization of the yuan. Even as traders had accounts with these banks in China, 

as they explained, these banks are intended to serve large companies (da gonsi), not 

“normal business people” (zuo shenyi ren) like them. Not certified to change money and in 

the northern suburbs, these banks do not provide relevant financial services (Map 1). 

While Chinese banks are not accessible in South Africa, traders are also reluctant 

to use South African banks. With strict Know-Your-Customer requirements, banks are 

difficult to access without work permits, which have become increasingly difficult to 

renew. “Non-resident banking” programs exist but require documentation confirming 

regular payment on taxes. As traders skirt paying full taxes and Chinese workers receive 

                                                
31 George Chen, Maurius Bosch, “ICBC to buy 20% of Standard Bank for &5,6-billion,” Mail & Guardian, 
http://mg.co.za/article/2007-10-25-icbc-to-buy-20-of-standard-bank-for-56billion (accessed November 4, 
2016). 
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cash wages under the table, non-resident banking is not an option. Simple transactions are 

inaccessible because of language barriers, whether face-to-face or on an ATM screen. 

However, in recent years traders have increased their usage of South African commercial 

banks alongside going underground. South African banks have attempted to capture 

various segments of Chinese capital markets, devoting special divisions to work with large 

corporate Chinese accounts as well as outreach to small-scale traders at China Malls. For 

example, the bank I call NCB is one of South Africa’s four major banks with private, 

corporate, and branch banking, and has been successful in working with Chinese firms and 

increasing access to branch banking for Chinese traders. A few minutes away from China 

City, the Crown Mines NCB branch is the most widely used branch for Chinese traders in 

Johannesburg (Map 1). This particular bank branch resembles other NCB branches, except 

four of the fourteen employees were Chinese, either South African born or Taiwanese. The 

advantage is more than language; as one China City manager put it, “we can understand 

each other.” At this location, there are other design particularities. On the outside of the 

glass sliding doors are two ATMs that can accept deposits after hours. Inside is a door with 

bars and frosted glass to provide a private space for depositing large amounts of cash. At 

China City, taking credit card payments has been an ongoing effort among the mall’s 

management to encourage traders to use formal banking. China City and NCB negotiated 

a lower rate on transactions for their tenants, and NCB sent Mandarin speaking staff to help 

set-up card machines. However, even as official banking has become more accessible than 

ever, traders do not always operate in the official “straight” realm (zhenggui), operating 

underground (dixia) and moving between these realms instead. 
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The push to bank with Chinese traders is also part of the recent history of South 

Africa’s financial sector and the project of financial inclusion and stabilizing national 

financial security, also known as “banking the unbanked” and “formalizing the informal.” 

In Ghana, the drive behind mobile money technology, according to the Central Bank, is 

“There’s a lot of cash changing hands that is not in the monetary system” and harnessing 

paper money not in circulation for bank capital.32 Keith Breckenridge notes in the South 

African context, this is “one of the most important but imponderable characteristics of 

money in Africa: the idea that unbanked people have…’lots of cash’ that might be available 

to capitalize banking lending.”33 At stake in regulating Chinese migrants’ cash economy is 

the expansion of state reserves, bank capital, and financial surveillance. The project of 

financial inclusion also emerges out of the history of racialized “credit apartheid” that 

played a major role in what Thabo Mbeki named postapartheid South Africa’s “two-tiered 

economy”: a “first economy” of high-finance and BRICS collaborations, and a “second 

economy” of predatory informal moneylenders (mashonisa), community banks, and 

savings clubs (stokvel) for the financially excluded poor black majority.34 Between 1995 

and 2000, the South African financial sector sought to “bank the unbanked” when smaller 

lenders joined large banks in making loans.35 Chinese traders are located in the cracks 

between the expansion of services to the historically disenfranchised citizens in the second 

economy, and the pursuit of large Chinese companies in the first economy. To sum up, 

                                                
32 Breckenridge, 650.  
33 Ibid., 655. 
34 Thabo Mbeki, “Meeting the Challenge of the Second Economy,” ANC Today 3, no. 45 (2003), 
http://www.anc.org.za/docs/anctoday/2003/at45.htm (accessed December 10, 2016). 
35 Deborah James, Money from Nothing: Indebtedness and Aspiration in South Africa (Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press, 2014), 5; for community banking in township and rural economies, see Hull. 
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Chinese traders operate in a cash economy and have refashioned Chinese economic forms 

such as the rotating credit association in South Africa. In actuality, so-called informal 

institutions are highly organized and overlap with the formal economy as traders 

pragmatically utilize both informal and formal channels. I now turn to the problems traders 

encounter when moving large quantities of money from South Africa to China and the 

infrastructure they have created to do so. 

 
Illicit Transnational Capital Flows 

Regulating Remittances 

For traders, remitting money to China (huikuan) is as important as maximizing profits. The 

imagined value of the money they make in South Africa is as yuan in China. During my 

fieldwork, traders were constantly watching and talking about the ZAR-USD exchange rate 

(huilu). In order to forecast “actual money” in China, traders often knew the hourly rate to 

two decimals. While using cash to evade taxes makes trading profitable, it also presents a 

problem when sending money back to China because of missing paperwork. The One 

Million Annual Allowance, or Singular Discretionary Allowance, allows South African ID 

holders – South African citizens or permanent residents – to send a maximum of one 

million ZAR per calendar year abroad tax-free through Forex channels regulated by the 

South African Reserve Bank. A discretionary personal gift, the allowance is a “birthday 

gift.”36 However, while personal allowances are capped, registered businesses are 

permitted to send the turnover amount they formally report, meaning taxes have been paid 

in full and the money has circulated through business bank accounts. While traders can 

                                                
36 See https://www.resbank.co.za/RegulationAndSupervision/FinancialSurveillanceAndExchangeControl/ 
FAQs/Pages/Individuals.aspx (accessed December 16, 2016). 
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send money back through official channels, they usually do not because of informal 

business practices and tax evasion. 

Sending money back to China through official channels hinges on reporting 

turnover. Clarence, a Taiwanese NCB employee at the Crown Mines branch explained: 

I think the reason why Asians are only sending a limited one million is 
because they don’t register a full company, or if they register, when they 
import their goods they don’t disclose the price, they usually hide the cost. 
By hiding the cost you can only send the correct amount of money back, so 
then that affects them heavily because the amount of money they send back 
is much less than the cost of the money that they disclose, so then they have 
to use their own personal one million discretion allowance, or like you said, 
dixia qianzhuang. But when people actually open a registered company, we 
help them send money back legally. I don’t think there’s any problem if 
they have all the documentation in order to do so. 
 

A product of the hypercompetitive environment, he added, “everyone has been cutting 

corners like that, and then if you’ve been cutting corners, then you can’t send money back.” 

The problem is reporting, as “the more they disclose to SARS, they higher value they 

disclose to SARS, the higher tax income they have to pay, the higher the money they can 

send back.” As one of China City’s Chinese managers lamented, “they think they are 

clever, they make the price wrong.” To send back discrepant amounts, as Clarence said, 

“you have to use different ways, which is actually much more expensive than actually 

sending, listing, the proper amount.” The problem of using formal banking for remittances 

is the partiality of official documentation – not refusing to report but underreporting – and 

not the outright circumvention of official channels. Moving cash underground is illegal and 

untraceable, allowing for maximum flexibility as documentation does not have to match. 

In other words, the virtue of cash is its lack of origins and thus ability to escape state 

regulation and cross borders between the licit and illicit. 
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To send money back to China, traders rely on the underground bank for illegal 

remittances. The underground bank is called a dixia qianzhuang: dixia means underground 

and qianzhuang means “money shop,” the name for traditional family-owned, village-

based banks from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in China. Like the association, 

underground banks are considered “indigenous” to China; called qianzhuang or piaohao, 

businessmen used them for centuries for legitimate purposes. Preceding western banks, 

Chinese underground banks were considered the “oldest, most reliable money transfer 

option alongside Hawala in India.”37 In the post-reform era, Chinese underground banks 

remain single partnership or family enterprises. Whether called an “informal fund transfer 

system” or “alternative remittance system,” they handle cross-border remittances, foreign 

exchange transactions, and deposits and loans. 

Illegal remittances have been the target of global financial regulation, largely led 

by the U.S. and Western Europe, beginning with the 1989 inauguration of the Financial 

Action Task Force on Money Laundering and intensifying with the war on terror after false 

media stories that the 9/11 hijackers had transferred U.S. dollars through hawala, the 

informal money transfer system widely used among Somali and Ethiopian migrants and 

throughout the Muslim world. Marieke De Goede terms this development the “post-9/11 

finance-security assemblage” that “fosters a real anxiety about cash in itself.”38 Anxieties 

about cash do not exist without the racialized bodies that carry it, nor can they be 

exclusively attributed to the war on terror. De Goede asserts that “Concern about cash in 

the economy, then, is never just an economic or financial problem but is intimately related 

                                                
37 Linda Shuo Zhao, “Chinese Underground Banks and Their Connections with Crime: A Review and an 
Appraisal,” International Criminal Justice Review 22, no. 1 (2012): 5. 
38 De Goede, 97. 
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to wider societal anxieties about the untraceable and the undocumented in globalized 

societies.”39 Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, countries participating in the global financial 

system must take efforts to monitor informal remittances or else face sanctions.40 In 2003, 

South Africa joined the ranks with the Financial Intelligence Centre Act that brought the 

country into international Financial Action Task Force standards of financial surveillance. 

This has made Know-Your-Customer documentation more stringent and granted banks 

permission to freeze accounts for “suspicious activity.”41 In a global regime of surveilling 

financial flows, lack of documentation is suspect. De Goede explains, “Absence of 

transparency is equated with evidence of the criminal” and “movements must be 

transparent, that is, they must be cohesive accounts with clear origins, histories, 

destinations, and trajectories.”42 

Known for their efficient, convenient, and expedient service, underground banks 

work anonymously with little to no official paper trail.43 For these reasons, they are 

associated with corruption, money laundering, smuggling, and financing terrorism, and 

have been increasingly regulated in China.44 In 1998, underground banks were finally 

outlawed as illegal financial institutions in China, followed by a crackdown in the early 

2000s. However, in spite of their real and imagined associations with transnational 

organized crime, their users view them as a legitimate but illegal service. Zhao notes, 

                                                
39 Ibid., 97. 
40 Ibid., 106. 
41 It is within the Reserve Bank’s measures against tax evasion and money laundering, banks can freeze 
accounts in the event of “suspicious or unusual” transactions of over 25,000 ZAR. Seized money can be 
claimed back, a difficult bureaucratic feat that further opens traders up to state scrutiny over tax evasion. 
42 De Goede103, 106. 
43 Zhao, 11. 
44 Linda Schulte-Kulkmann, “The Architecture of Anti-Money Laundering Regulation in the People’s 
Republic of China – Shortfalls and Requirements for Reform,” European Journal of Crime, Criminal Law 
and Criminal Justice 14, no. 4 (2006): 408. 
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“Chinese underground banks should be categorized as illegal enterprises which supply 

unique services to meet the illegitimate as well as legitimate market demands.”45 Like 

human smuggling, underground banks are not burdened with the stigma of illegality, but a 

pragmatic means toward an end. 

Underground banks are scattered throughout Chinatown and China Malls behind 

storefronts for travel agencies and “secretarial services.” As their users explained to me, 

patrons bring South African rand in cash to the underground bank, and within a few days, 

an equivalent amount, once a fee has been taken out, will appear in their bank account in 

China. Underground banks vary in how they operate. The fee is based on a formula based 

on ZAR to USD, not RMB, exchange rate. At the defunct underground bank at China City, 

the fee was based on the exchange rate to two decimals plus one. If 1 USD was equivalent 

to 14.19 ZAR, the deposit would be converted as 15.19 ZAR, and the underground bank 

operator collected the difference as the service fee. In other instances, the fee is a flat three 

to five percent. Some underground banks only handle larger quantities; the one at China 

City required a minimum deposit of 200,000 ZAR. Fully embracing hybrid forms of 

informality, some underground banks allow local money transfers from a local South 

African bank account to the operator’s account, passing through the formal banking system 

domestically to illegally send money abroad. Crucial to the underground bank’s 

functioning is the liquidity of the minority of prosperous businessmen who run them. 

Operators need places to sink their cash in South Africa, whether in bank accounts or real 

estate, while maintaining liquidity in China to transfer funds into their clients’ accounts. 

While they solve the problem of cash accumulation and remittances for others, how they 
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store their own cash and send even larger sums abroad has remained a mystery to me. As 

an infrastructure for illicit capital flows, in addition to the underground bank is the now 

defunct Chinese Forex company. 

 
Foreign Capital Flows Through the Township 

As legend goes, between 2000 and 2010 there were twenty-some small Chinese Forex 

firms in South Africa that the Reserve Bank shut down, seizing twenty billion rand. 

Chinese businessmen found a profitable niche with Chinese clients importing containers 

or remitting black money in need of sending and converting South African rand into U.S. 

dollars and then Chinese yuan. Mellie, a South African born Chinese woman, worked for 

one of these firms between 2005 and its forced closure in 2008, the halcyon days of 

wholesaling. As she explained, the company would quote a commission fee based on the 

ZAR-USD exchange rate plus a few cents. She and the client would “monitor the market” 

by the half hour and accept the quote depending on whether the market was “moving up or 

down.” This was a very lucrative money market, as “when you are sending out 50,000 

USD…three, four, five cents, times 50,000 dollars.” With at least ten transactions a day, 

her company was moving half a million USD out per day, an amount of capital outflow 

with significant consequences. Yet how the money moved stunned me.  

Mellie did the messy work of making loopholes work. She scouted for ID holders, 

going to Johannesburg townships to find poor black South Africans who could supply an 

ID card and proof of address in order to access their personal allowances. Because of 

economic inequality, it was easy to recruit ID holders, asking “do you want five hundred 

bucks” and paying out in cash. It was risky carrying around a bag of cash; she showed me 
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bite marks on her shoulder from being physically attacked on the job and recounted 

attempted car hijackings. “It’s a hard job, the worst job,” she recounted, a truly “rotten 

business.” Through a rotating network of notaries, she would make a certified copy of the 

ID. In order to use the full allowance for each ID, Mellie patched multiple client requests 

together with the total allowances across available IDs. Shifting to official channels, she 

then would take the cash to a legitimate Forex company, which transported the client’s 

cash to the Reserve Bank in an armored vehicle. At the Reserve Bank, the cash would be 

cleared with the ID holder’s personal allowance, and the money would finally be 

transferred to the client’s bank account in China within a few days as yuan. 

Until the Reserve Bank shut down these Forex companies, they formed a key semi-

licit market for moving money across national borders and currencies, an illegal flow that 

was legally routed through predominately black South African townships and legitimate 

Forex companies and notaries. These ultimately were illegal, fraudulent operations, but as 

Mellie described, they were “legit companies” using the “loophole system, which was not 

right…it was following the rules where the loopholes were.” The defunct Chinese Forex 

companies are important examples of how presumably abstract, deterritorialized global 

capital moves through particular actors, locales, and material processes in messy, 

embodied, and territorialized ways. The Chinese Forex company demonstrates the fluidity 

of traversing the boundaries of the legal and illegal in everyday webs of illegality. In this 

case, legal and financial loopholes benefited Chinese traders and businessmen and were 

possible because of material inequalities. Capital relies on the production of difference, 

and racial bodies were recruited for transnational capital. Chinese capital recruited South 

African citizens to move capital across borders while circumventing state regulation. These 
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were not “abstract citizens” but poor black South Africans in townships. Meanwhile, a 

South African born Chinese woman was the interlocutor in between them. Chinese traders’ 

ability to circumvent state regulation are often contingent on South African intermediaries. 

Global capital, far from universal, moves through channels marked by race.  

 
Webs of Illegality: Traders, Police, and Middlemen 

It is often assumed that what makes informal markets informal is the absence of the state. 

Rather, as Daniel Goldstein and Ananya Roy point out, the state is indeed present in 

informal spaces, and produces informality not through deregulation or a lack of regulation, 

but disregulation or uneven regulation. State actors disregulate through their own informal 

practices: “States can act criminally and obey an informal logic, just as informal actors and 

institutions can be deeply rule-governed and formal in their operations.”46 State actors 

behave informally and redefine legality in many ways: 

There are rules and laws, but they are inherently discriminatory, applying 
differently to people or categories of people…enforced inconsistently and 
arbitrarily. In the process of enforcement, state actors themselves behave 
irregularly; they demand money…in a manner that goes well beyond their 
formal authority…The rules themselves are often so vague that they permit a 
range of interpretations, allowing for the proliferation of irregularities that 
depend on the whim of the individual officer or, at a higher level, the political 
commitments of government authorities rather than a rule of law that applies 
equally to all.47 
 

Customs, Home Affairs, South African police, and Johannesburg Metro police officers 

systematically visit the mall and “randomly” stop Chinese migrants on the road, knowing 

they are vulnerable in terms of English fluency, legal knowledge, and immigration status, 

and carrying cash. By irregularly extorting money through bribes, corrupt law enforcement 
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officers selectively redefine what constitutes the legal and illegal from encounter to 

encounter in order to declare traders in violation. These daily acts of disregulation pit law 

enforcement against Chinese migrants. Crucial to upholding the everyday webs of illegality 

at the mall, security at China City and Chinatown act as a buffer between traders and law 

enforcement by replacing them or keeping them out when conflicts arise. 

The cat-and-mouse game between Chinese traders and South African law 

enforcement is a dynamic of traders constantly finding new ways to outsmart the law, state 

actors catching on, and traders inventing new tricks. The dynamic is made possible through 

a double informality of traders’ flexible informal strategies and the state’s informality in 

selectively and arbitrarily applying the law. While some officers take bribes in exchange 

for turning a blind eye, others go beyond their authority in deeming traders in violation for 

their personal gain. Another set of actors underpinning these webs of illegality are the 

institutional middlemen, such as South African accountants, bankers, and shipping agents. 

Like private security, they act as intermediaries between traders and the state. Corrupt state 

actors and middlemen enable illicit practices, captured in the proverb “opening one eye 

and closing the other” (zheng yizhi yan, bi yizhi yan).  

I met Dion, a white Afrikaans accountant when he came to visit my boss Jenny and 

his client at China City. With two decades of accounting experience, his practice was based 

in the northern suburb Bryanston, and through word of mouth, 80 percent of his clientele 

consisted of Chinese traders at a few China Malls. He agreed to an unrecorded interview, 

during which he admitted that most of his clients keep millions of rand at home and did not 

go through Forex to send money back to China. He lamented that although many of his 

clients have been operating businesses for years, they used personal instead of business 
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bank accounts. Dion routinely looked the other way when preparing financial reports and 

reporting to SARS based on the records his clients provided, which were often only figures 

handwritten on a piece of paper for sales and expenses; only a minority of his clients 

provided detailed bank statements.  

Through Jenny, I also met Clarence, a sales accountant at the Crown Mines NCB 

branch. Born in Taiwan in 1989, Clarence came to South Africa as a young child. His 

parents were shopkeepers in Bloemfontein while his extended family members traded out 

of Johannesburg’s China Malls. Advising Chinese clients was a matter of allowing clients 

to make their own choices and absolving NCB from any illegal entanglements. He 

explained: 

To be honest, from a banking perspective, we explain the risk involved and the 
legal everything…what they can do legally and so that they listen to our advice 
a lot and actually it’s actually the customer’s choice…however if you exceed 
it, that is your risk and we don’t accept any of the risk involved in this. We 
usually only do the legal stuff in the bank, so whatever illegal, we try not to get 
into too many details, because in a way we don’t want to expose too much of 
the banking side to that illegal part. So everything we do is under ethics…we 
let the customers decide. 
 

In between the bank and traders, Clarence was a checkpoint between the official and 

unofficial economy, helping to reroute flows while “opening one eye and closing the 

other,” to not “get into too many details” as to sully the legitimacy of “the banking side to 

that illegal part.” His role was to advise on risks that the client, not the bank, would take. 

After working for the Forex company, Mellie worked for both Chinese and South 

African owned shipping line companies as a clearing agent. “Money talks in this country,” 

and she eventually left because clearing agents were “killing the economy.” Clearing 

agents help importers with paying tariffs and duties, billings, and collections, entering their 
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goods into “the system” to calculate VAT taxes, which also presents an opportunity for tax 

evasion and importing counterfeits. Clearing agents collaborate with entry clerks, some of 

whom are former customs officers. Compared to Clarence, Mellie had a more active role 

in enabling illegal practices, covering for clients when they underreported the value of 

imports or hid counterfeit goods. She advised them, “listen be straight as you can with us 

and we can try to assist you as best we can. We know where to cover or what to do…we 

will watch the pool, and we will see when we will book the container to have those officers 

on duty to do the examination, the dirty ones you know will accept a bribe.” If something 

went awry, the penalty would be on the client, not the shipping company.  

The cat-and-mouse game plays out in everyday small acts as traders invent new 

ways to undermine state regulation. Mellie comically recounted a short-lived period when 

Chinese importers used black South African names, “because obviously they think the 

blacks would get privileges and the customs officials are black and they won’t hit on their 

own kind.” Shipping agents devised new ways to get around increased port surveillance 

aimed to crack down on smuggling. For all containers destined for Johannesburg, the Port 

of Durban increased the usage of an x-ray scanner from a few hours a day to twenty-four 

hours, leaving a short window during the shift change when the scanners would not be 

“manned.” Mellie routinely stayed overnight while waiting for the shift change to instruct 

the transporter to “come through quickly now.” Like a loophole, the shift change is a tiny 

sliver in the regulatory apparatus for illicit flows to pass. 

The informal state is comprised of law enforcement and traders who redefine the 

boundaries of legality by breaking and arbitrarily enforcing the law. Between South 

African bureaucratic formalities and traders’ informalities, a small network of accountants, 
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bankers, and shipping agents assists traders by finding loopholes and cracks in the ever-

porous regulatory apparatus to move between official and unofficial channels. White 

Afrikaans, South African born Chinese, and Taiwanese, their social locations matter in 

navigating state regulation while understanding the norms and maintaining the trust of their 

Chinese clientele. I now look at the underground bank as an infrastructure for transnational 

capital flows. While other examples attend to actors and embodied practices maneuvering 

between loopholes and cracks, the underground bank highlights aesthetic form and 

infrastructure at the interstices of the legal/illegal, official/unofficial, and formal/informal.  

 
The Underground Bank 

Hidden in Plain Sight 

 

 
Figure 3.2 The underground bank at China City. 
 

On the ground level at China City there is a shop fitted with bulletproof glass in the middle 

of a busy corridor, inconspicuously wedged between two shops. With only a number 

imprinted on the glass, there is no signage. Known through word of mouth, the shop is an 
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open secret among the Chinese traders who used to use its services, that is, before it closed. 

Completely unassuming, it hardly invites a second look. Its façade is simple and functional, 

consisting of three panels of nearly opaque, tinted glass spanning the entire width of the 

shop exterior. The glossy, semi-opaque façade is both window and mirror, reflecting the 

viewer’s image on the dark surface and deflecting what lies beneath. On the outside, a set 

of surveillance cameras pans the entire vicinity from above while an intercom dangles from 

the door; a face-level camera is mounted above it. Inside is a second surface of white walls 

and a door connected to a biometric fingerprint reader, its luminous green light shining 

amidst the darkness. On prominent display hangs three framed photographs of the owner 

– a Chinese businessman most traders recognize – posing with ANC officials. The shop 

bears a secret, to which Simmel writes, “Secrecy secures…the possibility of a second world 

alongside of the obvious world.”48 The window is a looking glass cordoning off a parallel 

economic world, a literal and figurative interface between official and unofficial 

economies. 

 

   
Figure 3.3 Intercom, biometric finger scanner, operator. 

 

                                                
48 Georg Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy and Secret Societies,” American Journal of Sociology 11, no. 
4 (1906): 462-63. 
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In an accidental discovery, I learned by chance from a security guard that this was 

the “cash room,” or what Chinese traders called the “underground bank” (dixia 

qianzhuang). The operator is the businessman in the photo, a prominent community leader 

and former snakehead. Now defunct, while in operation Chinese traders would drag 

cardboard boxes or bags of cash to the shop. For a commission fee, within a few days the 

equivalent RMB would be wired from the operator’s bank account to the client’s in China. 

Access to the cash room was restricted to the mall’s Chinese traders. Clients would stand 

in front of the face-level camera, ring the intercom, and be permitted inside the corridor 

before an employee, a relative of the operator, would unlock the second set of doors with 

the biometric fingerprint reader. They would then enter to deposit the cash. Every day a 

private security company would come and collect the cash in an armored car, moving it to 

an unknown location. The reasons for closure remained unclear: either a professionally 

executed robbery or a preemptive closure with the Reserve Bank watching. “Too much 

cash in and out,” a China City manager told me.  

Particularly striking, the form of secrecy around the underground bank is not 

characterized by making what it seeks to hide wholly invisible, submerging it beneath; 

rather partially obscuring it on the surface, hiding it in plain sight. The dark opaque surface 

does not draw attention. Recalling Anna Tsing’s “economy of appearances,” the surface 

and architecture of the underground bank is vital to its very ability to operate.49 The secrecy 

of the underground bank functions through its material surfaces, its facades. By definition 

the façade is the face or front of a building toward a public space, and an illusion or 

deceptive appearance. The eeriness of this shop comes from the schism between its 

                                                
49 Anna Tsing, “Inside the Economy of Appearances,” Public Culture 12, no. 1 (2000): 118. 
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interiority and exteriority whereby there exists a “creepy, sometimes malevolent, 

interiority.”50 As a skin, its purpose is to deflect, obscure, and conceal the object beneath 

an opaque surface. As “the visual manifests itself materially on the surface of things,” the 

materiality of the exterior sets an order of visibility.51 The plainness or intricacy of pattern, 

the degree of transparency and opacity, reflectivity, color, and the physical properties of 

materials influence but do not determine what meets the eye. 

Given the history of extraction and the limits of what can be seen on the surface, 

Sarah Nuttall and Achille Mbembe write about Johannesburg, “Beneath the visible 

landscape and the surface of the metropolis, its objects and social relations, are concealed 

or embedded other orders of visibility, other scripts.”52 Surfaces are not completely 

transparent nor impenetrable and are subject to different kinds of looking with multiple 

scripts and orders of visibility. To this point, Anne Cheng posits, “Sometimes it is not a 

question of what the visible hides but how it is that we have failed to see certain things on 

its surface.”53 Chinese traders possess the specialized knowledge to decode the surface, to 

know what a face-level camera signifies, and to recognize the man in the picture. 

Additionally, they are accustomed to decoding sites like the underground bank. It is an 

example of “hanging out a sheep’s head to sell dog meat” (gua yang tou, mai gou rou). 

The proverb describes a cultural repertoire of fashioning and deciphering false 

appearances, a mode of looking to discern what is real from fake. 

 

                                                
50 Joshua Comaroff and Ong Ker-Shing, Horror in Architecture (New York: Oro Editions, 2013), 142. 
51 Giuliana Bruno, Surface: Matters of Aesthetics, Materiality, and Media (Chicago and London: University 
of Chicago Press, 2014), 3. 
52 Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall, “Writing the World from an African Metropolis,” Public Culture 16, 
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Bank and Anti-Bank: The Underground Bank’s Copy  

Among the many arrangements NCB made with China City’s management, NCB opened 

its own underground bank-style cash room, which outright failed. The entirety of its 

planning, construction, and demise coincided with my fieldwork. The NCB cash room still 

exists in the corner of the area Chinese traders shorthanded as “the back” (houmian). A 

gated upper-level parking lot, “the back” is easily in sight from the second floor of the mall 

and accessible to any pedestrian veering off the corridor. At the edge of the parking lot, the 

cash room was built with bricks matching the exterior of the mall and the parking lot wall, 

blending in with what was already there. Simulating its illegal counterpart, it has two sets 

of doors with the tinted bulletproof glass, surveillance cameras, and a keypad for access. 

Without any markings, it also is hidden in plain sight. During its brief existence, mall 

tenants – crucially not only Chinese but also the Indian and Pakistani traders at the mall – 

could enter with the pin and deposit any amount of cash into a NCB account through a 

special deposit-accepting Smartbox inside. 

 

 
Figure 3.4 Underground bank copy when it first opened and after the addition of a gate. 

 



 

176 

However, Chinese traders feared being followed on the way to the more widely 

known, official cash room. Management responded by erecting a steel gate and stationing 

an armed security guard next to it, which did not allay fears, and finally moved the 

Smartbox to the double-gated management office, specifically the office of a Chinese 

manager whom Chinese traders trusted with seeing their cash. With the Smartbox no longer 

inside, the cash room lost its sole purpose. While the underground bank dared to go 

completely stealth in a busy ground level corridor, the cash room’s new features announced 

the presence of something peculiar, something needing protection when already 

sequestered to the mall’s backstage. Because the secret is a social technology of exclusion 

that separates insiders from outsiders on the basis of who is allowed to know what, the 

official cash room failed the moment it became accessible to all traders with the pin, that 

is, no longer an open secret among only the Chinese traders and part of a racially and 

ethnically exclusive formation, because “the secret is essentially a boundary mechanism 

separating members of different social categories or groups.”54 The ending of the NCB 

cash room reveals the intrinsic force of the underground bank is its secrecy, visible in plain 

sight yet concealed. Ironically, both cash rooms met their end in expected and even obvious 

ways that are still worth stating: the unofficial original underground bank closed when no 

longer a secret; the official copy closed because it was not secret enough.  

As Baudrillard declared the simulacrum’s triumph over representation, the 

economy of appearances in late capitalism is presumably one of surfaces without depth, 

signs without referents, copies without originals. In hyperreality, the copy is not an 

imitation of the original model but a copy of a copy. Whereas the underground bank is its 
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own form, it is also a simulation of an “original” commercial bank; in a twist, the NCB 

cash room imitated its own simulation. The NCB cash room and underground bank – the 

bank and anti-bank, respectively – illustrates Baudrillard’s “operational negativity” in 

which “Everything is metamorphosed into its inverse in order to be perpetuated in its 

purged form.” Like the Moebius strip split into two, the result is a “spiral without there 

being any possibility of resolving its surfaces….It is always a question of proving the real 

by the imaginary…proving the law by transgression…theatre by anti-theatre, art by anti-

art...etc., etc.”55 Through mimicry, the illicit, unofficial anti-bank proves and perpetuates 

the licit, official bank, and vice versa. In assimilating the informal within the formal, 

Matthias Borgers aptly notes, “underground bankers will have to look more like ordinary 

bankers and vice versa.”56 Comparing these cash rooms reveals the inseparability of 

formality from informality: while the banking practices of the unofficial economy mimics 

the workings of the official economy and produce a fringe market as a result of 

marginalization within it, the official economy mimics the unofficial in attempting to 

capture its own previously excluded market. It is not only the underground economy that 

relies on secrecy; the official economy, despite its depicted transparency, traffics in the 

same forms of secrecy. 

Ultimately, it is the underground bank that prevailed and the official bank that 

failed. This is not, however, a celebration of the underground bank; it too is a capitalist 

institution. However, to point to the failure of the NCB cash room is to resist what Tsing 

calls the “specter of neoliberal conquest—singular, universal, global” in the project of 
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capturing a new global market insofar Chinese migrants in South Africa constitute a 

“global market.” She continues, “Attention to contingency and articulation can help us 

describe both the cultural specificity and the fragility of capitalist – and globalist – success 

stories. In this shifting heterogeneity there are new sources of hope, and, of course, new 

nightmares.”57 To note the failure of the NCB cash room is to provincialize the seeming 

totality of global capitalism; that globalization is a “triumphalist ideology” and the pursuit 

of new markets is messy and “fails.”58 Furthermore, in juxtaposing the two cash rooms, my 

intention is not to set them up as opposites. Rather, the NCB cash room and underground 

bank both profit from providing financial services within an informal transnational cash 

economy, significantly at a moment when these very flows have outpaced existing 

infrastructures, allowing for innovative forms to take shape in the geopolitical black holes 

of the “official global economy.”  

 
Conclusion 

When I first began my fieldwork, I treated the illicit as exceptional to an otherwise licit 

story, but I came to realize the illicit and illicit were inseparable. I was consistently wrong 

in my assumptions. There was no simple story about entirely illegal enterprises using only 

cash, nor was there a linear teleological narrative of “banking the unbanked” or 

“formalizing the informal.” The hybrid and contradictory practices I observed are in 

between economic categories that enable a pragmatic flexibility suited for a dynamic 

market. Switching between the legal and illegal is a matter of practicality and risk 
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assessment, engendering a multiplicity of flexible practices. Moving between economic 

categories is highly circumstantial and pragmatic, a matter of circumventing regulation in 

order to maximize profits. Cash is the medium to move between channels and warrants its 

own infrastructure, one that is local and transnational and operates on multiple scales of 

one-way flows. Underpinning these traceless practices are trust and secrecy, which draw 

on and strengthen ethnic and diasporic ties. 

If paying taxes and where one keeps their money is a measure of national belonging, 

Chinese traders’ practices index a sense of transience in South Africa. According to Gustav 

Peebles, the state colonizes the future by guarding the collective hoard of money. But from 

the perspective of hoarders, Peebles poses the question, “is it merely money directed 

toward a different future, a future that does not mesh with the state’s (or state reformer’s) 

planned vision of the future?”59 The Chinese trader as flexible pioneer does not participate 

in the national hoard because of the uncertainty of the future and a lack of attachment to 

South Africa, participating in a different economy and prioritizing a future in China.  

While Chinese traders do contribute to the South African economy as consumers, 

a large portion of their profits end up in China, funding new homes and supporting family. 

Critiquing the inequalities of neoliberal globalization in Africa, for James Ferguson, the 

language of “flow” is misleading as the global does not flow but “hops” between points.60 

The underground bank and Chinese Forex companies show that capital indeed hops in ways 

that concentrate global economic inequality, circumventing systems of taxation for the 

provision of national economic security and investment in public goods by going 

                                                
59 Ibid., 253.  
60 Ferguson, 47. 



 

180 

underground. In light of the global inequalities capital “hops” create, from the view of the 

China Mall and Chinatown, it is Chinese traders who benefit in China-South Africa flows. 

Importantly, traders cannot be conflated with Chinese capital flows. Just as the 

ordinary traders at the China Mall are not in South Africa because of bilateral trade and 

state policies, neither do they participate in official Beijing-Johannesburg channels. 

Considering Chinese traders’ roles in deepening the inequalities of globalization, their 

flexible capitalist practices of going straight and underground with respect to state 

regulation are characteristic of “ungrounded empire.” Ong and Nonini write, “Chinese 

transnational practices represent forms of power that collude with the contemporary 

regimes of truth and power organizing the new flexible capitalisms and modern nation-

states, but also act obliquely to them, and systematically set out to transgress the shifting 

boundaries set by both.”61  

Ultimately, capital flight becomes an economic technology of empire in making 

geographies of accumulation more unequal in the global racial capitalist system. If one side 

of the coin of Chinese racial capitalism is a large-scale uneven flow facilitated by hyper-

flexible economic forms and their racial and ethnic dimensions, the other side is the 

accumulation of capital through African migrant labor. Having examined the transnational 

flows of commodities, people, and money and their racial dimensions, the next three 

chapters examine social formations and the labor regime of Chinese racial capitalism. 

                                                
61 Aihwa Ong and Donald Nonini, “Chinese Transnationalism as an Alternative Modernity,” in Ungrounded 
Empires: The Cultural Politics of Modern Chinese Transnationalism, eds. Aihwa Ong and Donald Nonini 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 20. 
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Chinese racial capitalism operates through multiplicity, whether the plurality of economic 

forms and the production of racial, gender, and sexual difference for accumulation. 
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Chapter 4 

The China Mall’s Color Line: Migrancy, Labor, and Chinese Racial Capitalism 

 
Us, black people, foreigners, we are surviving because of Dragon Plaza, 
China City. I’m getting fed because of China City. I’m getting shelter 
because of China City. If there is no China City, I don’t think I’m going to 
survive...we are earning a living, we are surviving. 
 

Anita, Zimbabwean shop worker at China City 
 
 
At least you know what you earn, you cannot die. But you cannot get what 
you need because every person needs a better life…I have problems at 
home; I have to sort out the problems…under slavery the master fed you, 
now they give you just enough to buy food…But if I want food just for now 
to have energy to work again, it’s proper. But I also need the future. 
 

Roger, Malawian shop worker at China City 
 

I spent much of my first summer at China City in 2014 at Wang Da Ge’s (Big Brother 

Wang) party goods shop with Sebastian, Purity, and Anita, who were from Malawi and 

Zimbabwe, and Lisa, who recently arrived in Johannesburg from Guangdong. Wang Da 

Ge was part of Mr. Zheng’s extensive family network in Fuqing, lived at his house, and 

drove me and Lisa to the mall every day. For years, he worked as a manager at Mr. Zheng’s 

wholesale shop at China City before Mr. Zheng rewarded him by leasing him a shop to run 

on his own. Wang Da Ge’s girlfriend, who ran the shop with him, was in China that 

summer, so he hired Lisa to take her place, her main role being to supervise the African 

shop workers. The longest tenured employee, Sebastian worked for four years with Wang 

Da Ge at the wholesale shop and followed him to the party goods shop where he worked 

another two. When I first met Sebastian, he had just returned to Johannesburg after being 

deported back to Malawi. Sebastian and Wang Da Ge playfully bickered every day. 
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Sebastian would mock Wang Da Ge’s English, returning the insult of “You no good-a!” 

that Wang Da Ge routinely shouted to the shop workers. After the deportation, Wang Da 

Ge would retort, “Go back to Malawi!” Aside from these moments of levity was a constant 

undercurrent of resentment and distrust. For instance, Anita believed that Sebastian’s return 

was the impetus behind Wang Da Ge’s move to install cameras around the shop. 

That summer Wang Da Ge invited a Chinese contractor to install security cameras 

and shelving units. Kenny, who came to Johannesburg from Zimbabwe ten years prior, did 

the majority of the installation. The first day he arrived, Kenny wore a red t-shirt that read 

“an injury to one is an injury to all.” While Wang Da Ge played games on his smartphone, 

the four of us had a lively conversation about labor. Sebastian opined, “Chinese are always 

thinking about money, dreaming about money.” For Kenny, “The big problem with 

Chinese is they take black people and give them no money.” Purity interjected, “we drive 

their business; they use our power.” Well aware we were talking about him, Wang Da Ge 

occasionally shouted “quickly” to shut it down. When Kenny’s boss arrived, his posture 

immediately turned from confident to subordinate. Friends with Wang Da Ge, his boss was 

the kind of uncouth, poor mannered person most Chinese detested. Later that week, 

Sebastian was recruited, with no choice or extra pay, to help Kenny with welding. The 

work was skilled and risky; he only wore a pair of sunglasses to shield his eyes from flying 

particles while standing near the top of the high industrial ceilings. After Kenny cut 

himself, Wang Da Ge gave him some toilet paper to stop the bleeding and keep the white 

floor clean. Ultimately, I ventured out to find bandages, and as a small gesture, bought 

Kenny and Sebastian Coca-Colas. When I returned to China City in 2015, Sebastian and 

Purity had been detained by the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) after the police picked 
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them up on their way to work. They repeatedly called Wang Da Ge from jail for bail and 

came to the shop with a police officer to collect money. Believing that they brought fake 

police, Wang Da Ge called security and had them banned from the mall. He glibly muttered 

to me, “all black people are like this” (heiren jiu zhemeyang), the kind of disparaging 

remark Chinese bosses made about African shop workers in my presence. 

I open this chapter with these scenes because they dramatize a host of racial 

relations between Chinese bosses and African shop workers and the precarity of the African 

migrant labor force, the focus of this chapter. This chapter draws from my participant-

observation at all levels of the mall, including my summer spent circulating the mall and 

hanging out at Wang Da Ge’s shop, and the first-hand knowledge about labor I learned by 

working at a party goods and women’s clothing shop. Through interviews and 

conversations with African shop workers, security guards, and Chinese bosses and 

workers, I track Chinese bosses and African workers’ discourses of labor and how they 

viewed themselves and each other. My argument unfolds in three parts. 

First, Chinese racial capitalism primarily manifests through the color line of 

Chinese accumulation and African labor, a division of labor separating Chinese traders, 

Chinese workers, and African workers at the China Mall, all of whom are migrants. My 

usage of the color line to describe Sino-African labor at China City is to name it foremost 

as a formation of contemporary racial capitalism: Chinese capitalist accumulation and the 

emergence of a Chinese migrant trader class is contingent upon the appropriation of 

African migrant labor in the service of that accumulation. To elaborate, China City is 

organized by racial difference, processes of racialization, and migrancy. Race structures 

the workplace through racialized norms and expectations, and the differential precarity of 
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Chinese and African migrants creates a hierarchy of uneven interdependencies from which 

Chinese traders profit. Racial identities of Chinese and black are performed at work and 

differentiates the tasks, working conditions, and wages. At the level of the mall, the color 

line manifests as a hierarchy of the Chinese developer and the Chinese and multiracial 

South African management near the top, followed by the majority Chinese then minority 

Indian and Pakistani tenants. In the middle are the Nigerian and black South African 

security guards who keep the racial order intact. Toward the bottom are the African shop 

workers, custodial workers, and contingent labor who unload shipping containers upon 

arrival. At the level of the shop, the color line is what separated Wang Da Ge and Lisa on 

one side, and Sebastian, Purity, and Anita on the other, obscuring the fact that Lisa was 

also a worker. My approach to the color line is intersectional. As feminist scholars assert, 

“Class does not exist outside of its generation in gender, race, sexuality, and kinship…class 

inequality cannot be understood or solved without attention to other structures of power, 

including those at work in the most intimate relations.”1 

Second, the color line exceeds simple binary relations of oppression and resistance 

between Chinese and Africans, but as I argue, engenders and is mediated by sociality, 

conviviality, and intimate subjugation. As this chapter tracks, the color line is a site of race 

and class making where Sino-African power relations are made and contested through two 

oppositional sets of discourses and practices: African employee’s subordination by and 

resistance against their Chinese employers, and in the other direction, Chinese anti-black 

                                                
1 Laura Bear, Karen Ho, Anna Tsing, Sylvia Yanagisako, “Gens: A Feminist Manifesto for the Study of 
Capitalism,” Theorizing the Contemporary, Cultural Anthropology website, March 30, 2015, 
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/652-gens-a-feminist-manifesto-for-the-study-of-capitalism (accessed April 
18, 2017). 
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racism toward and exploitation of African workers. As this chapter details, the mall and 

shop are sites of material struggle as African workers develop critiques of being laboring 

bodies under surveillance, enact oppositional tactics to Chinese capitalist practices, and 

imagine other ways of inhabiting space and finding sociality at work. But against simple 

binaries of domination and exploitation, power is nuanced as antagonisms are intertwined 

with sentiments and unexpected attachments. Sentiments, as Sylvia Yanagisako posits, act 

as human capacities and “material and cultural forces of production to incite, enable, 

constrain, and shape processes of production.”2 Subjugation and resistance are often 

intimate, personal, and suffused with affect, evident in the purposefulness of Sebastian and 

Purity’s revenge. A focus on the intimate life of the color line examines the personal, 

noneconomic, and extra-economic dimensions of kinship, community, and sentiments 

entangled with labor relations. 

Third, the contingency and precarity of a black African migrant labor force is 

indispensable to Chinese traders, underscoring racialized migrancy as a core feature of 

Chinese racial capitalism. Chinese and Africans at China Malls are both migrants but 

differently vulnerable. As other chapters explore, Chinese migrants are vulnerable to police 

harassment and state regulation, racialized as foreigners through yellow peril tropes, and 

in the midst of immigration reforms, navigate tenuous futures in South Africa. However, 

Chinese traders still benefit from the day-to-day precarity of African migrants as black 

foreigners. Chinese accumulation is made possible through African migrants’ precarity and 

enduring regional labor migration to Johannesburg. Excluded from the labor protections 

                                                
2 Sylvia Yanagisako, Culture and Capital: Producing Italian Family Capitalism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2002), 11. 
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for South African citizens and in light of xenophobia toward black Africans in low-wage 

sectors, African migrants constitute a surplus population for Chinese traders. Indeed, the 

organization of work is set-up to maintain African workers’ status as undocumented, thus 

retaining a contingent labor force as a key condition for accumulation. 

To give an overview, I begin with historical framing of Chinese racial capitalism 

in the context of the racial development of Johannesburg. I narrate the lives of shop workers 

from Malawi and Zimbabwe and how they end up working at the China Mall while 

historically contextualizing their migration trajectories. I describe the daily social, 

economic, and legal precarity they face and how they imagine diasporic community 

through material exigencies and forged transnational networks for economic survival. 

Based on my experience working at a shop, I create a portrait of the shop, detailing its 

norms and organization, and the social and affective complexity and intimate character of 

labor. Finally, I turn to the daily life of the color line while foregrounding African shop 

workers’ experience with Chinese superiors, critiques of racial capitalism, and resistance.  

 
From Mines to Malls: Situating Chinese Racial Capitalism 

From Johannesburg to South Africa to the capitalist world-system, the expropriation and 

exploitation of black labor has been an essential feature of the ongoing history of racial 

capitalism. Johannesburg is a “crash city” that famously burst into existence with the 

discovery of gold and the subsequent influx of prospectors, laborers, capital, and 

infrastructure related to mining.3 It is a city built on the backs of young men from Malawi, 

Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Botswana, Swaziland, Lesotho, and elsewhere in Southern 

                                                
3 Guy Trangoš, “Crash City,” in Movement Johannesburg, eds. Zahira Asmal and Guy Trangoš (Cape Town: 
The City), 16-27. 
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Africa. The industrial development of South Africa, becoming the richest African country, 

is owed to the exploitation of its mineral wealth. As Jonathan Crush, Alan Jeeves, and 

David Yudelman claim, “there is little doubt that if large numbers of low-wage, unskilled 

migrant miners had not been recruited from throughout the subcontinent, there would never 

have been a deep-level gold mining industry in South Africa.”4 Worldwide, Cedric 

Robinson articulates: 

This trade, this movement of Black workers, though, did not end with 
slavery’s termination in the nineteenth century. Leopold’s Congo, Harry 
Johnston’s Central Africa, Cecil Rhode’s southern Africa, Lugard’s West 
Africa, Portuguese Africa, and French Africa as well as the New World’s 
slave descendants all contributed to the further development of the capitalist 
world system. As peasants, as tenant farmers, as migrant laborers, as day 
laborers, as domestic servants, and as wage labor, their expropriation 
extended into the present century…Black labor was pressed into service. 
They were exempt from no aspect of exploitation.5 
 

It is this indispensable historic feature of the exploitation of black migrant labor that makes 

the regime of Chinese capital accumulation racial capitalist. Chinese racial capitalism in 

South Africa is not only implicated in but made possible by the long duree of racial 

capitalism and migrancy in South and Southern Africa. 

At the China Mall, Chinese racial capitalism emerges from the convergence of 

Chinese migrants Going South with long-standing regional labor migration to 

Johannesburg. Even as migrant labor was crucial to the mineral revolution and 

industrialization between the 1880s and 1910, it has endured. Michael Niemann writes, 

“By the 1970s, this system had become so entrenched that it constituted a defining 

                                                
4 Jonathan Crush, Alan Jeeves, and David Yudelman, South Africa’s Labor Empire: A History of Black 
Migrancy to the Gold Mines (Boulder: Westview Press, 1991), 1. 
5 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1983), 120. 
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characteristic of southern Africa.”6 As China Malls are concentrated in the Crown Mines 

areas, sitting on top of the spent goldmines, histories of racial capitalism reproduce 

themselves in new configurations from the Colour Bar to the color line (Map 1).7 In the 

century between the mineral revolution and present, at the post-industrial site of the China 

Mall, it is no longer white speculators and industrialists, but Chinese traders accumulating 

capital, signaling a shift from production to consumption in the history of racial capitalism 

while some features of exploitation remain intact. Ann Stoler has termed the “post-

colonial” material relation between past and present as duress: “Its impress may be 

intangible, but it is not a faint scent of the past. It may be an indelible if invisible gash. It 

may sometimes be a trace but more often an enduring fissure, a durable mark.”8 As 

Southern African migrants sojourn to Johannesburg, the duress of the mines continues to 

press on contemporary labor relations and migrant experiences. 

To clarify, while this chapter does not present a historical narrative connecting these 

two disparate points, throughout the chapter I draw parallels between the present and 

colonial and apartheid periods to mark these peculiar continuities. Chinese racial capitalism 

is part of the top layer of a palimpsest of the history racialized migration and labor in the 

area. Many of my African interlocutors understood their experiences as migrant laborers 

working for Chinese through this history. Additionally, while African migrant workers at 

the China Mall include both men and women, I focus on Malawian men to juxtapose 

                                                
6 Michael Niemann, “Migration and the Lived Spaces of Southern Africa,” Alternatives 28, no. 1 (2003): 
125. 
7 The Color Bar is the Mines and Works Act of 1911, which was instrumental in stratifying the mining 
industry into semiskilled white supervisors and unskilled black miners and their radically discrepant wages.  
8 Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2017), 5-6. 
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migrant labor at the China Mall with historical racial and gender formations. Finally, 

linking mines and malls is not to suggest neocolonial succession from white industrialists 

to Chinese traders, but to highlight how Chinese capital is contingent on the place-based 

afterlives of colonial labor regimes and racialized migrancy.  

 

 

 
Map 2. China. Map courtesy of Kate Carlson, University of Minnesota U-Spatial. Source: Esri. 
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Gendered Migrations 

Being a Man 

The majority of shop workers at China City are young, able-bodied men from Malawi and 

women from Zimbabwe in their twenties and thirties.9 Many young men at China City 

come from landlocked Malawi, one of seven Southern African Development Countries 

(SADC). One of the world’s poorest countries after neoliberal adjustments, Malawi has 

been highly dependent on aid from the IMF and World Bank. Citing political corruption, 

the IMF stopped aid in 2000. Western donors followed suit and funds were intermittent 

throughout the early 2000s with another freeze on aid in 2009. These structural events have 

shaped the economic landscape affecting shop workers.10 For many of the Malawian men 

at the mall, since being old enough to leave in their early twenties, venturing out was part 

of “being a man,” specifically fulfilling household responsibilities and male maturation.11 

To elaborate, “The traditional rosy view of the migrant portrayed him as a raw but willing 

peasant, attracted by city lights, eager to prove himself, save enough money to acquire 

cattle and land, and on his return, start a family.”12 

Grant had one such story. From Lilongwe, the capital of Malawi, Grant struggled 

to find work repairing cars and electronics. In 2011, he came to Johannesburg with the 

                                                
9 The configuration of gender and sending countries changes as different groups of migrants fall out of favor 
with traders and security, and new translocal employment networks take shape. For instance, preference 
shifted from Mozambique to Malawi after Mozambicans gained a reputation for stealing. 
10 “About Malawi,” United Nations Development Program, http://www.mw.undp.org/content/ 
malawi/en/home/countryinfo.html (accessed March 19, 2017).  
11 As Robert Morrell notes, “Work was a ticket into the city—without work, apartheid officials would 
imprison and deport African men to the reserves. It was for this reason that work increasingly became a mark 
of masculinity.” Robert Morrell, “Of Boys and Men: Masculinity and Gender in Southern African 
Studies,” Journal of Southern African Studies 24, no. 4 (1998): 626; T. Dunbar Moodie and Vivienne 
Ndatshe, Going for Gold: Men, Mines, and Migration (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of 
California Press, 1994), 14. 
12 Crush, Jeeves, Yudelman, 3. 
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intention to work for a few years without papers and eventually going back to school in 

Malawi for vocational training. His reasons to migrate to Johannesburg were manifold. As 

life expectancy falls with poverty, illness and family tragedy featured in many workers’ 

stories. Grant’s father died when he was three years old. As the eldest son in the family, he 

shouldered the responsibility of supporting his family. When he first came to 

Johannesburg, he stayed with friends in the Muslim and cosmopolitan migrant 

neighborhood Mayfair. His friends already worked for Chinese: one was paid by piece 

sewing blankets at a factory in Fordsburg; another found Grant his job selling suitcases and 

hats at China City. Sending remittances to his family to buy fertilizer and seeds for their 

farm, Grant commented, “China City is like the bush.” Like traveling to the bush to hunt, 

working at China City supported his family. Although wages are “small” and difficult to 

survive on in Johannesburg, what workers send back is substantive with the exchange rate 

of one South African Rand to forty to sixty Malawian Kwacha. 

Among the young Malawian men at the mall, migration from Malawi to South 

Africa is part of a history of circular migration of Malawian men going to Johannesburg to 

work on the mines and returning to their villages with cash, material goods, and symbolic 

capital. From 1900 to 1988, Malawi contributed the second-largest amount of contracted 

labor to South African mines. As Mpalive-Hangson Msiska contends, this long-standing 

semi-periphery to periphery flow of labor has remained unchanged as South Africa has 

consolidated its status as a continental hegemon and in the semi-periphery.13 Attesting to 

                                                
13 Msiska asserts that since South Africa’s inclusion in BRICS, there has not been “any noticeable change in 
the semi-periphery–periphery structure of South Africa’s relations with her neighbours, rooted in the colonial 
history of the region.” Meanwhile, China emerges as a neocolonial power in the region, engendering a core-
semi-periphery relationship with South Africa. Mpalive-Hangson Msiska, “Kujoni: South Africa in Malawi’s 
National Imaginary,” Journal of Southern African Studies 43, no. 5 (2017): 1013-14, 1019. 
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how established these migration routes are, the popular term kujoni denotes Malawians’ 

regional geography in which Johannesburg stands in for all of South Africa. In this 

imaginary, “South Africa is coterminous with Malawi but is also seen as primarily a place 

of greater capitalist production and consumption – a veritable embodiment of the 

modernity that Malawi lacks and to which it aspires.”14 Now young Malawian men from 

villages are sojourning to China Malls to bring money home while becoming men. Widely 

known as a site for employment among Malawians, the China Mall enters the imaginary 

of kujoni. 

 
The Feminization of Breadwinning 

While most of the male shop workers at the mall are from Malawi, most of the female shop 

workers are from Zimbabwe. In 2009, Zimbabwe adopted the U.S. Dollar to combat 

inflation, but hyperinflation remained unabated. The economy has been unstable and 

unemployment high with 72 percent of the population living below the poverty line.15 One 

of the great ironies of Mugabe’s presidency, as he was one of the first African leaders to 

welcome Chinese investment with his 2003 “Look East” policy, was the embrace of China, 

while the national economic crisis pushed Zimbabweans to emigrate, only to end up 

working at Johannesburg’s China Malls. I met Anita at Wang Da Ge’s party goods shop, 

who since arriving in South Africa without papers, like Grant, has worked exclusively for 

Chinese bosses. Since the 1980s, a key driver of the Zimbabwean economy has been the 

manufacturing sector, which rapidly declined in 2006. Before leaving Zimbabwe, Anita 

                                                
14 Ibid., 1019. 
15 “About Zimbabwe,” United Nations Development Program, http://www.zw.undp.org/content/zimbabwe/ 
en/home/countryinfo.html (accessed March 19, 2017). 
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was sewing garments destined for South African department stores while supporting three 

younger siblings. In 2010, she and her sister left Zimbabwe together. They first went to 

Botswana where Anita worked as a live-in domestic worker and saved enough to send 

goods like blankets and televisions home. After she ran into trouble with immigration 

authorities, she came to Johannesburg in 2012 where she and her sister worked at a variety 

of shops and restaurants at three different China Malls. They lived together to pool their 

low wages, first in Mayfair and then Soweto where many Zimbabwean migrants lived. 

Compared to her daily wages, minibus taxi fare was prohibitively expensive. Anita took 

the train into town and walked to the mall every day, which took over one-and-a-half hours 

each way and left little time for washing and cooking. 

New to Christianity, Anita’s faith supported her through hardship. Like many 

African migrants in Johannesburg, she found community at a newly founded Pentecostal 

church led by a Nigerian pastor in inner city Newtown. Every Tuesday, she diligently 

attended services after work and on the last Friday of every month fasted and prayed all 

night, coming to work exhausted for the busy weekend shifts. She left her prior job at a 

clothing wholesaler at another China Mall because her wages hardly increased over three 

years, “even with no stealing.” She was ashamed that she never sent “even a dime home” 

since leaving Zimbabwe, which compelled her to argue with Wang Da Ge on every payday. 

In spite of her complaints of working for Chinese bosses, to her, China Malls signified 

survival: “Us, black people, foreigners, we are surviving because of Dragon Plaza, China 

City. I’m getting fed because of China City. I’m getting shelter because of China City. If 

there is no China City, I don’t think I’m going to survive...we are earning a living, we are 
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surviving.” For precarious African migrants, China City was a place to make economic 

livelihoods, however marginal, in both Johannesburg and in their home countries.  

Grant and Anita are representative of many workers’ experiences at China Malls, 

including how gender shapes experiences of labor migration and daily life. Academic and 

policy migration frameworks are based on two figures of “a male breadwinner and head of 

household with female and child dependents; or a single, unattached migrant, also typically 

male, off to seek his fortune in a new labour market.”16 Many Zimbabwean women at China 

City are divorced and supporting family members, including children, whom they brought 

with them or support from afar. Like men coming to Johannesburg for cash remittances for 

themselves or their families, many of the women at the China Mall are breadwinners for 

their families. Rarely do they only support themselves. Furthermore, the gendered histories 

of men working in mines and migrant women in domestic work play out in the distribution 

of productive, reproductive, and domestic labor within an already racialized division of 

labor. Chinese bosses hire Malawian men for their perceived strength and Zimbabwean 

women for the feminized labor of customer service and watching Chinese children. 

Zimbabwean women often do the reproductive labor at the mall and also at home. Not 

having any days off for household tasks is a common complaint. In sum, the trajectories of 

African shop workers to the China Mall are contingent on personal and family 

circumstances and shaped by gender, economic restructuring, and regional migration. 

 

 

                                                
16 In the post-apartheid era, rising female migration is “characteristically multi-purpose” with migrants 
coming to South Africa to trade, work, and visit friends and family. Belinda Dodson and Jonathan Crush, “A 
Report on Gender Discrimination in South Africa’s 2002 Immigration Act: Masculinizing the 
Migrant,” Feminist Review 77, no. 1 (2004): 97, 101. 



 

 196 

Migrancy and Precarity: China City, Papers, and Police 

Most of China City’s work force is comprised of undocumented black African migrants 

who experience a double exploitation as a surplus population without citizenship rights and 

as “illegal aliens” within South Africa’s xenophobic immigration law. To understand their 

predicament, I contextualize recent African migration to Johannesburg within broader 

shifts in immigration law, transnational mobility, and xenophobia. The end of apartheid 

witnessed an influx of global capital and migration. Meanwhile, South Africa’s reentrance 

into the global economy spurred the preference for a foreign workforce in low-wage 

sectors. South Africa’s linking up with regional and transcontinental informal trade 

networks also transformed the largely domestic informal economy of the 1980s into a 

transnational one after the 1990s while the “non-South African population has become 

almost entirely reliant on informal sector activity.”17 Most of China City’s African 

workforce entered as “border jumpers” without visas or overstayed short-term work 

permits, a key phenomenon of cross-border African migration since the 1990s.18 While 

clandestine entrance into South Africa is not new, the scope and scale has increased as 

newly democratic South Africa became a regional destination for refugees alongside 

changes in transnational mobility within Southern Africa since the 1990s. 

To understand contemporary South Africa, Birgit Meyer and Peter Gesheire’s 

“paradoxes of flow and closure” describes “how globalization goes together with frantic 

attempts toward closure or how political liberalization in many parts of the world (and 

                                                
17 Jonathan Crush and David McDonald, “Transnationalism, African Immigration, and New Migrant Spaces 
in South Africa: An Introduction,” Canadian Journal of African Studies / Revue Canadienne des Études 
Africaines 34, no. 1(2000): 6. 
18 Peberdy, 20.  
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certainly in Africa) triggers an obsession with the exclusion of strangers.” They add, 

“millennial capitalism is marked not only by an accelerated opening of new peripheries for 

the world market, but even more strongly by frightening explosions of communal 

violence.”19 Within this frame, Thabo Mbeki’s African Renaissance and the revival of 

Johannesburg as a “gateway to Africa” are congruent with the mass attacks on poor black 

foreign nationals in 2008 and 2015. Notably, Chinese migrants, who have been viewed as 

wholesalers and not competition for jobs and resources, have not been targeted by 

xenophobic violence.20 

Amidst the increase in migrants from neighboring countries, newly democratic 

South Africa reformed its immigration policies. As Sally Perbedy explains, post-apartheid 

immigration reform has created new forms of exclusion in redefining national inclusion 

and citizenship in the Rainbow Nation. Post-apartheid nationalism and xenophobia are 

intertwined processes and discourses that demarcate inclusions and exclusions in the 

nation-state through citizenship. It is, then, a great contradiction that while citizenship is 

“no longer based on race, primordial ethnicities, or color and religion” and as “notions of 

democracy, human rights, and constitutional guarantees and protections are part of an 

inclusive citizenship,” the reimagining of South African identity created new exclusions. 

Peberdy explains, “Now that all South Africans are members of the nation, entitled to all 

                                                
19 Peter Geschiere and Francis B. Nyamnjoh. “Capitalism and autochthony: the seesaw of mobility and 
belonging,” Public Culture 12, no. 2 (2000): 425; Birgit Meyer and Peter Geschiere, eds. Globalization and 
Identity: Dialectics of Flow and Closure (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999). 
20 Sally Peberdy, “Imagining Immigration: Inclusive Identities and Exclusive Policies in Post-1994 South 
Africa,” Africa Today 48, no. 3 (2001): 16; for more on how African and Asian migrants are affected by 
xenophobic violence, see Shireen Hassim, Tawana Kupe, and Eric Worby, eds., Go Home of Die Here: 
Violence, Xenophobia and the Reinvention of Difference in South Africa (Johannesburg: Wits University 
Press, 2008); Yoon Park and Pragna Rugunanan, “Visible and vulnerable: Asian migrant communities in 
South Africa,” 2010, http://www.kznhass-history.net/files/seminars/Park2010.pdf. 



 

 198 

the benefits that accrue to citizens, South Africa’s immigration anxieties can focus on all 

those non-nationals who could become members of the nation, and claim access to state 

resources. Black Africans have thus become the focus of the new state’s fears.”21 This is 

not new as “Blacks were temporary sojourners to the city of gold. And although they toiled 

in its mines, industries, and streets, they had no rights to live in it or make decisions about 

its future.”22 

With this reimagining of citizenship, anti-immigration sentiment and legislation 

have been on the rise. Since 1994, South Africa has raised barriers to entry with more 

stringent procedures and tighter regulations, such as raising application fees, denying 

multiple entry visas, and requiring bank statements. These policies and procedures have 

resulted in a higher rejection of applicants, seeking both temporary and permanent 

residence. Furthermore, the 1995 revisal of the 1991 Aliens Control Act became more 

restrictive and its exclusionary language of “illegal immigrants” and “illegal aliens,” which 

constructed a single category of “alien.” A wave of immigration reforms in 2014 intensified 

these categories and exclusions. As the DHA reasoned, “Loopholes in legislation were 

making it possible for some to undermine immigration laws, thus preventing orderly 

migration, with a potential to fuel extortion, abuse and exploitation of migrants, especially 

of those with fraudulent or no documents at all.” Targeting Southern Africans, the DHA 

was clamping down on “border jumpers” by intensifying border management in addition 

                                                
21 Ibid., 29. 
22 Caroline Wanijiku Kihato, Migrant Women of Johannesburg: Everyday Life in an In-Between City (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2013), 5. 
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to not renewing special permits for Zimbabweans. Anyone without valid papers would be 

listed as an “undesirable person” and deported.23  

An expansion of surveillance and policing migrants with the aim of deportation has 

accompanied the revamping of immigration policy. The struggles African workers at the 

China Mall have faced in the wake of the 2014 Immigration Regulations are a continuation, 

or even an intensification, of the 1995 Act that allowed “Non-South Africans without 

documents to be arrested, detained and repatriated by officials of the Department of Home 

Affairs without access to a court of law.”24 Xenophobic legislation and sentiment have 

directly benefited local police to bolster their authority while lining their personal pockets 

by extorting the city’s most vulnerable residents. As researchers have documented, it is 

commonplace for police to arbitrarily arrest and detain asylum seekers based on a general 

physical profile and their language. The police even go across the city where there is a high 

concentration of undocumented migrants, such as near China Malls and Mayfair, 

Fordsburg, and Soweto where shop workers reside (Map 1). Additionally, because poor 

migrants cannot access banking services, they carry cash on their bodies or keep cash at 

home. Police, as they also do with Chinese traders, view undocumented African migrants 

as “mobile-ATMs.”25 Instead of passes to control the mobility of mine workers, now police 

check the dates of entry stamped in passports. 

                                                
23 For a summary of the changes, see “Department of Home Affairs - Overview of the new immigration laws 
and regulations and their implications, by Home Affairs Director-General Mkuseli Apleni,” April 24, 2015, 
http://www.dha.gov.za/index.php/statements-speeches/600-overview-of-the-new-immigration-laws-
andregulations-and-their-implications-by-home-affairs-director-general-mkuseli-apleni (accessed July 19, 
2017). For the act’s full text: http://www.dha.gov.za/images/final_Immigration_Regulations_2014_1.pdf 
(accessed July 19, 2017). 
24 For instance, South African Police Services and South African National Defense Forces targeted and 
repatriated undocumented migrants with Operation Crackdown and Operation Passport. Peberdy, 21-22. 
25 Loren B. Landau, “Living within and beyond Johannesburg: Exclusion, Religion, and Emerging Forms of 
Being,” African Studies 68, no. 2 (2009): 203-04. 
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The Langlaagte police station, once home to mining shafts, is down the road from 

China City. For the undocumented Malawian and Zimbabwean workforce who arrive and 

leave the mall on foot, they risk a twice-daily police encounter in addition to potential DHA 

raids at the mall. Although police threatened deportation, the vast majority of the time, they 

want money for a “cold drink,” taking from R10 to hundreds at the officer’s discretion. As 

expected, harassment is worse on Sunday afternoons when workers take home their weekly 

salary in cash. In addition to greedy police, robbers on the road and train usurp the few 

belongings and money workers carry. As Marcus, from Malawi, described his daily 

commute, “I’m just passing, and you’re in the jungle. You bump into the lion and you run. 

You escape yourself. Then you’re going home.” To avoid being discovered that they 

overstayed their visas, workers leave their passports at home, feigning they forgot it and 

paying the bribe. These forms of precarity compound one another: undocumented migrants 

have few regular employment options other than China Malls where they become easy prey 

for police by virtue of geographic density, and also pay a penalty as police and robbers 

garnish their meager wages while going to and from work. This is one of many pilings-on 

and feedback loops of marginalization. In the next section, I focus on one group of African 

shop workers, creating a portrait of their social and economic networks and resilience and 

illustrating the texture of daily life among communities at China City. 

 
Toward Conviviality: The Intimate Life of China City 

A Portrait of B Block 

My first summer at China City in 2014, I spent most mornings at Wang Da Ge’s shop and 

in the afternoons with Marcus, Ziggy, Julian, Roger, and Peter. Chinese called Malawian 
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shop workers “Malawi” and security called them “Malawi Boys,” a nickname freighted 

with the history of African workers as “boys.”26 They lived together in Mayfair, and with 

the exception of Roger, worked at three adjacent shops near the entrance of B block: a shoe 

shop, a lights shop, and an ottoman and furniture shop. The shops were part of a new 

outdoor extension that had the advantage of attracting customers going in and out of the 

mall. This spot was especially lively because of the density of wholesale shops in B block 

that made frequent deliveries to the loading area in the parking lot in close proximity to 

these shops. Many Malawian male workers working inside would come through the 

entrance to deliver stock, and there would always be small talk and handshakes in passing. 

Family and hometown networks converge in how people get their jobs at the China 

Mall and create pockets of community throughout the mall. Only seventeen, Ziggy was the 

youngest and newest member of the group. He had just arrived in Johannesburg two weeks 

before I met him. Ziggy’s uncle, who worked at Mr. Zheng’s China City wholesale shop, 

helped him find a job at the lights shop. Also working at the lights shop, Julian was the 

only Muslim in the group, aloof, and flirtatious, always seizing the opportunity to strike up 

a conversation with the shop workers passing by and talked often about his romantic woes. 

Marcus, who went by the nickname “Smart,” was friends with Julian and Roger in Malawi, 

worked at the shoe shop, and became my closest friend and informant in the group. The 

eldest son of a Christian pastor and a devout Rasta, he had been in Johannesburg for eight 

months when I met him. Like many women migrants, his sisters were working in Durban 

                                                
26 Morrell writes, “the dominant theme of the region’s history is of white men and black ‘boys’. It is a history 
in which black men were gradually absorbed into a wage economy at the lowest level, denied political rights 
and granted little esteem by white people. The use of the diminutive, ‘boy’, captured the inferiority projected 
onto the adult man and invoked the metaphor of generational struggle as the ‘boy’ tried to achieve manhood.” 
Morrell, 630. 
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and Pretoria as live-in domestic workers; his brother-in-law found him a place to stay and 

his job. He displayed paintings for sale at the shop to supplement his income and dreamt 

of going back to Malawi to study and make art for a living. Peter got his job through a 

referral from Marcus and worked for Auntie who ran the furniture shop. Auntie was a 

Coloured woman from Cape Town who cursed heavily, chain-smoked, and called everyone 

“sweetie.” However, other than Marcus, with his wit and quiet kindness, she had no love 

for any of the Malawians, calling Peter a “Malawian bastard” and “black Anaconda.” Roger 

used to work at a busy wholesale shop in B block until a Chinese worker who disliked him 

orchestrated his dismissal. Working at another China Mall at the time, Roger still 

frequented China City to pick-up stock and linger at his old stomping grounds. 

On a typical afternoon, I spent hours with Marcus, Ziggy, Julian, Peter, and Roger 

when he was around. We sat on a variety of make-shift chairs: metal trolleys for deliveries 

that would suddenly shift every time someone sat up or down, cracking plastic stools that 

were stacked into a structurally sound whole, and stools expertly fashioned out of rolled 

up cardboard and tape. They passed time by playing music from a cheap MP3 player, 

playing everything from Rick Ross to Bob Marley to Jamaican dancehall. Eva, one of the 

three Chinese workers at the lights shop would complain, “so noisy!” (chao se le). All of 

the men wore Fong Kong sneakers they bought on discount from Marcus’s shop. With an 

affinity for American hip-hop culture, they wore and sometimes shared clothing from the 

mall: YMCB hats, Cash Money Life shirts, Dope Shit pants, and knock-off New York 

Yankees and Los Angeles Lakers caps. Just as Chinese workers at the B Block shops passed 

time gossiping with each other, they talked about their brothers at the house or at the mall, 

always having news of who stole what. One of the perks of working outside was the ability 
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to smoke. Because of the frequent interruptions from customers, they shared cigarettes, 

passing one back and forth. Living and working together, their routines were also 

synchronized. Most days, they came and left the mall on foot as a group. After the Chinese 

workers finished eating their lunches, one person would walk across the gate to the stalls 

selling pap and stew, another person would fill an empty glass Fanta or Coca-Cola bottle 

with water, and they would sit in a circle sharing the food with their hands. Sharing 

cigarettes, clothes, and food, and dancing are quotidian embodied intimate acts that make 

China City a sensorium of sounds, affects, movements, and collective life. Gendered 

networks and intimate collectivities of care form to manage the day-to-day difficulties of 

laboring at the mall and navigating the precarity of migrancy.   

The B block Malawian workers moved around within China City and the nearby 

China Malls, forming and dispersing and reforming again. That summer, Marcus’s boss 

gave him one-week notice that he was closing that location and the option to follow him to 

a newly opened China Mall down the street where business was quiet and he knew no one. 

On his last day, the lights shop hired him. Eventually, the turmoil between Auntie and Peter 

boiled over and he moved to a shop inside. Marcus, who claimed to never steal, but also 

never sold a single painting, was fired for stealing. A Nigerian trader hired him to repair 

phones conveniently across the corridor from Peter. Ziggy, “having nothing to gain from 

this shit,” quit his job at the lights shop and found work at another China Mall in Fordsburg. 

The following year, Ziggy returned to rob it. The sharpest and smallest in the group, he 

broke through the roof and multiple sheets of drywall, tunneling through to the lights shop. 

For reasons unknown to me, Roger was banned from mall premises. During the xenophobic 

violence in 2015, Roger, with no close relatives in the city, at his mother’s urging, took the 
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“free bus” the Malawian government arranged to repatriate citizens. The others looked 

down upon him for being “weak” in the face of violence. When I returned in 2015, only 

Julius remained at the lights shop with Peter and Marcus inside. 

The B block Malawian workers were only one node within a constellation of 

communities at China City. The temporality of the mall is punctuated with constant and 

unexpected arrivals and departures. While the social relationships that cohere these groups 

are enduring, the social groups themselves are ephemeral. I learned through my own 

comings and goings over three years that the mall’s social collectives are constantly 

forming, dispersing, reforming, and disappearing. When least expected, the most 

established residents may suddenly vanish after being fired or deported. There is little 

permanence to be expected and relationships are always fleeting.  

 
The Bonds of Brotherhood 

What brought me back to B block again and again that summer was the magnetism of 

intimacy, kinship, and conviviality. As with B block, it is common for shop workers to ask 

friends, relatives, neighbors, or acquaintances from their hometown to find work, Chinese 

bosses hire people through referral, and workers at neighboring shops often become 

friends. The webs of social clusters breathe life into the daily life of the mall and animate 

conviviality. Conviviality is collectively produced and ephemeral. It is “an attribute and 

function of assembling” of when bodies “come together and dissipate through 

intensifications and vulnerabilities.”27 Francis Nyamnjoh theorizes conviviality as an ethos 

that connects “intimate strangers” through mutual need and support, trust, and solidarity 

                                                
27 Jasbir K. Puar, “Prognosis Time: Towards a Geopolitics of Affect, Debility and Capacity,” Women & 
Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 19, no. 2 (2009): 168-169. 
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“maintained by a sense of community affirmation through network-based relationships.” 

Conviviality flourishes in “cosmopolitan settings where migrants from different 

backgrounds and origins are compelled to adapt to fit in, flourish or survive in their 

incompleteness.” Grounded in the everyday, it emerges “in the precariousness of living 

together under tense circumstances…requiring trust, interdependence, solidarity and 

mutual support to get by.”28 

Gendered belonging and kinship, such as brotherhood and friendship, are the basis 

of affiliation for many African shop workers at the mall and indispensable to navigating 

economic marginality and legal tenuousness. As Marcus said, “When a friend is in trouble, 

you help him or help her. It’s like monkey business, you scratch my back today and I’ll 

scratch yours tomorrow.” As Roger eloquently articulated, “friendship means the one who 

can stand by you when millions are against you.” “More ephemeral, intangible, and 

evanescent feelings of kinship” affectively underpinned the ties of brotherhood. “Feelings 

of kinship,” as David Eng defines, refer to the “collective, communal, and consensual 

affiliations as well as the psychic, affective, and visceral bonds.”29  

“Brothers” to each other, the Malawian men’s close-knit friendship was also 

grounded in the material demands of daily life and forged within long-running forms of 

sociality among male migrants in Johannesburg’s mining compounds. As historians have 

documented, a hallmark of mine life was the “fierce masculinity” of groups of friends from 

                                                
28 Francis B. Nyamnjoh, “Incompleteness: Frontier Africa and the Currency of Conviviality,” Journal of 
Asian and African Studies 52, no. 3 (2017): 264. 
29 A queer diasporas approach that explores diaspora “not through a conventional focus on racial descent, 
filiation, and biological traceability, but through the lens of queerness, affiliation and social contingency.” 
David L. Eng, The Feeling of Kinship: Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press), 2, 13, 15. 
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the same area that migrated together.30 Brothers, uncles, and male relatives from the same 

home area migrated together and formed male associations, which “enforced powerful and 

enduring notions of appropriate male behaviour.”31 In addition to mutual support, 

brotherhood on the mines was forged through “home-friend networks”: 

Home-friend networks were a clear expression of the migrant character of 
compound culture. Workers travelled to the mine with home friends 
(relatives and associates from the same rural area) and slotted into existing 
networks when they got there. Home friends relaxed, smoked, drank, and 
played together. Often, home friends from different mines gathered at some 
central spot. Although home-friend networks formed the core of drinking 
groups on and off the mines, they were inclusive rather than exclusive in 
character. Friendships forged in the ethnically heterogeneous work gangs 
underground often carried over into drinking and other social activity.32 
 

Like mine workers before them, the B Block Malawian workers’ livelihoods were possible 

with the wages they earned because of their strong collective practices and an ethos of 

mutual support. Just as miners previously worked and lived in mine compounds and 

hostels, they shared a bedroom, one of several in a flat of fifteen young men from Malawi. 

In addition to food, clothes, and cigarettes, they shared money, a living space, and leisure 

time, playing soccer and drinking beer together after work.  

The B block workers exemplify how collective practices shore up the precarity 

capitalism produces. Denied access to formal banking because of their undocumented 

status, they formed an informal rotating credit association for sharing money.33 Each month 

                                                
30 Niemann, 128. 
31 To elaborate, a brotherhood formed through “informal activity based on home friend solidarities, 
entrepreneurial services (hair-cutting, for instance, or bicycle repair, tailoring or herbal medicine), religious 
concerns, burial societies, musical tastes or other shared interests.” Keith Breckenridge, “The Allure of 
Violence: Men, Race and Masculinity on the South African Goldmines, 1900–1950,” Journal of Southern 
African Studies 24, no. 44 (1998): 678; Jonathan Crush, “Scripting the Compound: Power and Space in the 
South African Mining Industry,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 12, no. 3 (1994): 317-18. 
32 Crush, 318. 
33 In South Africa, informal rotating credit associations are called stokvels. Membership in stokvels helped 
to establish relations of trust with people of the same ethnic group or religious affiliation. Stokvels also 
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the five members each paid a fixed amount of R1,000 – the bulk of their monthly salary of 

R1,400 – into the pool and took turns taking the pot. The group did not always run 

smoothly. That summer, one of the other brothers got into a fight and was in jail for several 

weeks; he could not contribute to the credit pool and their group shrank to four. Likewise, 

if anyone lost their job, it was in their collective best interest to help him find new work. 

When it came time to take the pot and send a portion back home, they relied on a trusted 

“brother” who stayed with them and made a living by going “up and down” between 

Malawi and South Africa with goods and money.34 At home in Malawi, the money was 

theirs. Family members would keep the money for them in a bank account or in the house 

“so when the day comes for me to go back to our place, I have something,” Marcus 

explained. But if a brother at home was “bumping into” a problem, they could use it. 

While “being a man” means relying on oneself, being part of a brotherhood also 

means economically contributing to the transnational household, and in this way, social 

ties are made and strengthened through economic codependency and participation. Marcus 

recalled his initial difficulties in finding work as a period of “suffering.” When his brother-

in-law, whom he first stayed with, was cold to him, Marcus negotiated, “You know you 

are the one providing food for me, I have to get money also so we can share, buy food, 

even rent. So the brother was convinced, man you are talking sense, let’s help each other. 

I am looking for a job for you. Don’t worry boy, I am going to show you the way.” He 

                                                
provided moral support, resembling the closely knit tribal support structures typical of rural areas. They 
generated a strong sense of solidarity among members.” Grietjie Verhoef, “Informal Financial Service 
Institutions for Survival: African Women and Stokvels in Urban South Africa, 1930 1998,” Enterprise & 
Society 2, no. 2 (2001): 272. 
34 China City was also a place where mobile money apps for foreign exchange were advertised. These services 
did not rely on banks to transfer money; rather you could send money through text-messaging and bring cash 
to various retail locations. 
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remembered, “The moment I found a job here, the brother who was ignoring me started 

loving me now, like hey brother, you’re my brother, now [that] you [have] found a 

job…The first time he wasn’t showing the good heart.” Membership is not given, even 

with kin relations but solidified through economic contribution. Through the language of 

brotherhood and heart, reciprocity and economic contribution solidified existing social 

ties.35 Their brotherhood was a collective of financial ties underpinned by the norm of 

“being a man” through migration, wage labor, and self-sufficiency.  

 
Associational Life 

On a larger scale than B block, African migrants at China City practice transnational forms 

of associational life, conviviality, and “multistied families.”36 A site of place-making and 

ephemeral social life, the China Mall is comprised of a multiplicity of Malawian and 

Zimbabwean hometown associations of shop workers who lived and worked together. As 

scholars have documented about the mines, “the home world integrated into the world of 

work.”37 Toward facilitating links between home villages and host cities, “hometown 

associations both organize and promote sentiments of belonging as well as the material 

                                                
35 On the relationship between community and capital, “Community and capital appear to be mutually 
dependent structures” while “our cultural, our communal practices are generative for capitalism and not only 
or evenly primarily outside or against capital.” Miranda Joseph, Against the Romance of Community 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), xxxii-xxxiii. 
36 Loren Landau and Iriann Freemantle write, “Johannesburg’s migrants are not only transnational although 
many remain regularly in touch with people in their home communities but they retain an extraordinary array 
of contacts with friends, relatives and associates across the world. Through these connections, they are 
developing multisited families, economies and categories of belonging that transcend national borders and 
are, in some cases, so fluid as to almost transcend territory altogether. Loren B. Landau and Iriann 
Freemantle, “Tactical Cosmopolitanism and Idioms of Belonging: Insertion and Self-Exclusion in 
Johannesburg,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36, no. 3 (2010): 382. 
37 These practices run counter to the alienation of labor. According to Marx, “The worker therefore only feels 
himself outside of his work, and in his work feels outside himself. He is at home when he is not working, and 
when he is working he is not at home.” Moodie and Ndatshe, 21; Karl Marx, The Marx-Engels Reader, 
second edition, ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W. W. Norton, 1978), 74. 
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exchanges that undergird these sentiments.”38 Associations include rotating savings clubs 

and burial societies, serve as informational conduits, and provide emotional and health 

support, amongst multiple other functions. While “home,” “hometown,” and 

“neighborhood” have shifting meanings, hometown associations “reinforce and even 

produce place-based identities.”39 They are “ephemeral social formations” based in 

mutuality, solidarity, and conviviality.40 

There is a strong sense of national identity among Malawians at China City. 

However, this is not always a unified collective a priori but stratified by hometown, 

religious, and ethnic differences. Solidarity cannot always be presumed between and 

among different ethnic and national groups. As Marcus explained, “Like here of course we 

are all Malawian, but some are Chewas, some are Yaos…The relationship between these 

tribes at China City, the relationship is different.” While I did not track hometown 

associations, I caught a glimpse of them in action. In 2014, a Malawian shop worker in D 

block died of the treatable disease malaria. As the story went, he had asked his boss for 

time off, but was forced to continue to work as his condition worsened. Not having enough 

money for treatment and with no time off, he went to the hospital only three days before 

he died. After his death, his Malawian friends raised R2,000 from Malawian and 

Zimbabwean workers at the mall, who each contributed R10 or R20, to send his body to 

Malawi for burial. Burial societies, which are part of the dangerous life on the mines, are 

                                                
38 Hometown associations are differently organized for elites, non-elites, men, and women. Pamela Feldman-
Savelsberg and Tiokou Ndonko, “Urbanites and Urban Villagers: Comparing ‘Home’ Among Elite and Non-
Elite Bamiléké Women’s Hometown Associations,” Africa: The Journal of the International African Institute 
80, no. 3 (2010): 377-78. 
39 Ibid., 376. 
40 Abdoumaliq Simone, “Straddling the Divides: Remaking Associational Life in the Informal African 
City,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 25, no. 1 (2001): 104. 
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part of hometown associations, stepping in to cover the costs of coffins, funeral 

arrangements, and transportation for returning the body to the ancestral home.41 In sum, 

African shop workers draw on historic forms of gendered sociality and collectivity to make 

livelihoods amidst compounding marginality and precarity. These ephemeral socialities 

underpin the feeling of conviviality of China Malls and strategies for collective survival. 

 
The Color Line at China City 

The Racial Division of Labor 

At China City, the color line is a set of discourses, practices, logics, values, that organized 

Sino-African labor relations and colors experiences of work. It most visibly manifests 

through racially discrepant forms of work and pay within a racialized and gendered division 

of labor and the authority Chinese bosses and workers constantly exercise over African 

shop workers. Chinese bosses (laoban) and Chinese workers (yuangong) use gendered and 

racialized terms, calling male and female shop workers heigong (black worker) and heipo 

(black woman), respectively. In the racial hierarchy, Chinese traders, the bosses, order 

stock and take home the profits. In the middle, Chinese workers are like managers 

(guanliyuan), handling money, working with wholesale customers, and supervising 

(guancha) shop workers. During my fieldwork, they were paid R7,000 to 10,000 per month 

(600 to 800 USD), or if they were long-term workers or family members, took a cut of the 

profits. At the bottom, African shop workers help customers, pack stock for wholesale 

                                                
41 Englund explains that in Malawi, “funerals are particularly distressing for both moral and material 
reasons… When a death occurs, the impoverished township dwellers find themselves under the obligation to 
arrange at least transport to their rural home, where they are likely to be received as townspeople with easy 
access to urban goods and services.” Verhoef, 267; Harri Englund, “The Politics of Multiple Identities: The 
Making of a Home Villagers’ Association in Lilongwe, Malawi,” in Associational Life in African Cities: 
Popular Responses to the Urban Crisis, eds. Arne Tostensen, Inge Tvedten, and Mariken Vaa (Stockholm: 
Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2001), 99-100. 
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orders, and do all of the manual labor. The most contingent, they were paid R300 to 400 

per week (25 to 35 USD), a fraction of the salaries Chinese workers earned and below the 

minimum wage of R500 per week. Chinese workers are relatively permanent and 

indispensable employees but are also precarious at the whim of their bosses who can 

replace them. They are especially affected by plummeting exchange rates that greatly 

diminish wages in Rand when converted to yuan. Extending Ong’s insights, Chinese 

workers “are disciplined through ethnic norms of unequal reciprocity, respect for male 

authority, and grateful tolerance for low wages and routine overtime.”42 It is this co-ethnic 

unity that produces the color line of racialized labor at the China Mall, positioning bosses 

and workers on one side, and African workers on the other. 

Among the African shop workers, the kinds of jobs and tasks vary, especially with 

respect to manual labor, by size of the shop, and what it sold, paralleling the historically 

gendered labor of African migrants working in the mines and domestic labor. Clothing 

shops require the feminized work of ironing, mending clothes, and closely attending to 

customers. In contrast, electronics, furniture, and commodity shops require heavy lifting 

associated with masculine brawn, recalling how African men have historically been 

commodified for their “strong, energetic, and powerful bodies.”43 Marcus described his 

work as menial, “just cutting boxes,” while other jobs were about “power, size” and 

demanded heavy manual labor. Shop workers are exploited for their human capacities, as 

Marcus concluded, they are “treated like a wheelbarrow or trolley, just to handle things.” 

 

                                                
42 Aihwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1999), 130. 
43 Morrell, 616. 
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Figure 4.1 An African shop worker at a China Mall. Photograph courtesy of Mark Lewis.  
 

The regime of accumulation relies on the maximization of labor power and the 

docility of bodies of African shop workers, engendering particular surveillance practices 

and a culture of work. If “discipline is a political anatomy of detail,” as Foucault writes, 

Chinese bosses often make minute demands of laboring African bodies.44 From what I saw, 

they picked at every detail, such as how to pack stock, fold boxes, and count out loud, and 

punitively dock wages for damaging goods and being even ten minutes late to work. 

Yelling to give orders or make corrections is commonplace. Workers complain about 

shouting, which as Marcus described, “is very bad, like slave masters of course.” With 

limited English, Marcus’s boss said little to him except for “open,” “close,” “go throw this 

                                                
44 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1977), 138. 
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in the dustbin,” and “go buy me food.”45 When their bosses were not looking, workers 

imitated cracking a whip.  

When I first met him, Roger had an incisive critique of the labor hierarchy of 

Chinese bosses, the Chinese workers, and African shop workers with respect to race, 

wages, and specialized knowledge. He expounded, Chinese workers actually “learn the job 

from us, but the salaries [are] different. They are paid more because of different races.” 

Although the Chinese workers knew less about the products they sold, they supervised the 

African shop workers and controlled how much was deducted from their weekly salaries 

and when they received raises. Roger forcefully put it: 

These people, they are tyrants, Chinese. But especially those Chinese [who] 
work for other Chinese [bosses] to rule these black people...They [the 
bosses] just take them [the workers] from the village, while they don’t know 
anything, you understand. They don’t know anything; they don’t know 
about life. What they know is only farm stuff. So when they [the bosses] 
come and give them an order to rule other people, they [the workers] take 
those things for granted. And they oppress us. 
 

Chinese were “arrogant,” and as Roger proudly stated, “my knees are not made for bowing 

or kneeling.” Expressing masculine agency, he refused feminized servility and docility. 

Shop workers politicize the nature of Sino-African labor at China City and the color line 

most vocally around wages. One woman who sold soft drinks and snacks at the busiest 

entrance easily cleared R10,000 a day on a busy Saturday but remained salaried at only 

                                                
45 This kind of language resonates with Charles Van Oselen observations on language and 
control: “With masters and mistresses unable to speak Zulu, and servants as yet unable to 
speak English, urban households gave rise to a jargon which one observer aptly termed an 
‘emergency language’. This ‘language’, which later as fanakalo - ‘do it like this’ - became 
the industrial lingua franca of southern Africa, was at the time almost universally known 
by the socially more significant name of ‘Kitchen Kaffir’.” Charles Van Onselen, “The 
witches of suburbia: domestic service on the Witwatersrand, 1890–1914,” Studies in the 
Social and Economic History of the Witwatersrand (1982): 38. 
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R300 per week for years. Her boss only came by every few days, and with four cameras 

watching the single counter and a computer-monitored inventory, she could never take a 

R20 drink or else face accusations of stealing. “They drink our blood,” she charged. Grant 

used the language of “clever” to describe Chinese entrepreneurs as selfish: “this guy is 

clever, they just want to make themselves fine, and not another.” Commenting on the 

uneven distribution of value and profit, Roger said, “they have to share what they have, 

and they are overdoing it.” Invoking slavery as a metaphor, he said: 

At least you know what you earn, you cannot die. But you cannot get what 
you need because every person needs a better life…I have problems at 
home; I have to sort out the problems…under slavery the master fed you, 
now they give you just enough to buy food…But if I want food just for now 
to have energy to work again, it’s proper. But I also need the future. 
 

Chinese bosses pay just enough to socially reproduce labor, but not to contribute 

meaningfully to their future livelihoods in their home countries. This bare minimum of 

wages to socially reproduce labor and not support life beyond work was characteristic of 

colonial and apartheid labor regimes. Roger’s remarks resemble apartheid era mine 

workers’ discourses of slavery and production: 

The African miner is a slave, herded in a compound, under the control of 
his master twenty-four hours a day. He is not free to sell his labour or to live 
as he chooses. He is compelled to eat the food that will turn him into an 
instrument for the production or profit for his employer. He must live 
cheaply, so that his employer may at all times be able to exert 100% control 
over him. This is not the life of a free human being. This is the modern 
counterpart of the old slave compounds.46 
 

In spite of workers’ trenchant critiques of labor exploitation, the China Mall is still seen as 

a place for survival. Marcus rationalized, “half a loaf of bread is better than no bread.” As 

                                                
46 The African Mine Workers’ Union in 1942, quoted in Crush, 303. 
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a migrant, he optimistically saw the China Mall as a temporary stage to get to a final 

destination: “It’s like you’re on the bus to take you everywhere…this place is like a stage. 

No matter how much they are paying a week, we don’t care. We on the stage…I know one 

day that I’m going to make it.” 

Just as African shop workers are not unified in their experiences and views, neither 

are Chinese bosses. While some bosses are very cruel, others sympathize with workers. 

Xiao Li, who ran the clothing store where I worked, wanted to pay her three employees, 

all Zimbabwean women with young children, over R400, which was on the high end. She 

admitted to me in private, “they need to have a livelihood (shenhuo), too.” Even as her 

employees asked for raises, she could or would not out of fear that other Chinese would 

confront her and talk about her about raising the standard market rate. As I observed at 

Wang Da Ge’s shop, Anita often used what her friends doing comparable work with similar 

tenure earned as leverage in demanding higher wages on payday. Accordingly, traders 

gossiped about those who strayed from the norms, accusing them of being “too beyond 

proper” (tai lipu). It was in Xiao Li’s best interest as a newcomer to the socially treacherous 

environment to not rock the boat, even as she recognized how her employees struggled. As 

sympathetic as some bosses are, their actions are constrained by powerful social norms. 

 
Disposability, Rightlessness, and Surplus Populations 

While Pakistani and Indian traders I met at China City were more likely to adhere to legal 

employment practices, Chinese traders, nearly across the board, did not.47 Chinese bosses 

                                                
47 Employment practices among Indian and Pakistani traders were mixed with some 
employing African migrants and others black South Africans with “reasonable wages” and 
time off. Among the hundreds of Chinese businesses at China City, I only encountered one 
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are widely known to not hire “local South Africans” (nanfei dandi ren) nor comply with 

labor law. Employing South Africans, paying minimum wage, and giving employees one 

day off is the exception to the norm. It is standard practice for African shop workers, and 

also Chinese workers with considerably more leniency, to work over eight hours every day 

of the week, including public holidays when South Africans are off and shopping at the 

mall. Under the new Constitution, Labor Relations Act, Employment Equity Act, and Basic 

Conditions of Employment Act after 1994, South Africans are entitled to basic rights such 

as minimum wage, rest days, overtime pay, leave for illness and family responsibilities, 

the right to collectively organize, and safe working conditions.48 Chinese bosses treat 

African migrants as a contingent labor force, and accordingly hire and fire at their 

discretion. As such, they do not hire South Africans who can make claims to the 

Commission for Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration (CCMA), a tribunal formed after 

the end of apartheid for redressing unfair dismissal and discrimination and collecting 

severance pay. Given widespread illegal employment practices among its tenants, it is in 

the interest of the China Mall to keep law enforcement, including CCMA, out of the mall. 

Security are the frontline arbitrators, mediating disputes between workers and bosses and 

punishing workers who stole in order to avoid calling in law enforcement. A buffer between 

law enforcement and the mall, security alerts management and tenants whenever police, 

immigration officers, customs, or revenue services come through the gate. It is no 

                                                
large wholesale shop that hired black South Africans, paid minimum wage, and provided 
one day off each week. 
48 Department of Labor Basic Conditions of Employment Act, http://www.labour.gov.za/DOL/downloads/ 
legislation/acts/basicconditionsofemployment/Amended%20Act%20%20Basic%20Conditions%20of%20E
mployment.pdf; Labour Relations Act, http://www.labour.gov.za/DOL/legislation/acts/labourrelations/read-
online/amended-labour-relations-act, Employment Equity Act, http://www.labour.gov.za/DOL/legislation/ 
acts/employment-equity/employment-equity-act (accessed April 6, 2017). 
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coincidence that Chinese traders do not follow employment law and exclusively employ 

African migrants with no legal recourse. 

The color line is more than defined by race, but also by immigration status. 

Undocumented African migrants cannot claim the rights and protections of South African 

citizenship, nor can they access those afforded to refugees under the banner of international 

human rights. Some African shop workers at China Malls initially entered into the asylum 

system, one of the options for “free papers.” However, seeking asylum or being granted 

refugee status also means not being able to return to bring back food, goods, and money 

back, the impetus for migration in the first place.49 Moreover, as researchers have found 

with undocumented Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa, undocumented migrants 

remain vulnerable when trying to access international human rights because of the risk of 

being deported when seeking aid from law enforcement. Capturing the bind many shop 

workers face, “Undocumented migrants need to remain invisible to the authorities for fear 

of deportation, so employers can exploit these migrants because they are well aware of the 

desperate situation and their need to earn money to support themselves as well as their 

dependencies.” In effect, undocumented migrants become “indentured servants.”50 

Meanwhile, as capital requires the constant production of labor, Roderick Ferguson writes, 

“Surplus populations exist as future laborers for capital…Both superfluous and 

indispensable, surplus populations fulfill and exceed the demands of capital.”51 As 

racialized groups without citizenship have constituted surplus populations, Chinese bosses 

                                                
49 Alice Bloch, “The Right to Rights? Undocumented Migrants from Zimbabwe Living in South Africa,” 
Sociology 44, no. 2 (2010): 235-37. 
50 Ibid., 246. 
51 Roderick A. Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique (Minneapolis and London: 
University of Minnesota Press), 14-15. 
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treat the ever-expanding reserve of undocumented African migrants as a surplus population 

for the accumulation of capital. 

While police exploit the legal vulnerability of African migrants, Chinese bosses do, 

too. The very conditions of wage labor at the mall are designed to keep African employees 

in a permanent state of rightlessness and vulnerability with respect to immigration status. 

Many African shop workers initially entered the country through a work permit but lapse 

into illegal status because of the prohibitive amount of time and cost of renewing it. 

Attempting to deter economic migration in low-wage, low-skilled labor markets, work 

permits, different from Chinese migrants’ visas lasting three to five years, expire every 

thirty-one days and cost hundreds of rand to renew. Workers at China Malls are rarely 

granted even one day off each month to make the trip to the Embassy in Pretoria to renew 

their permits, nor can they afford the monthly renewal, equivalent to more than one week 

of wages. As Grant explained, “It takes a long time to make some papers, that means you 

can lose job when you go that side and when you come back you can’t find job. That’s the 

problem, we are scared.” When DHA personnel occasionally turn up at China City, African 

workers hide or flee, rumored to jump over the containers outside. On one such occasion, 

Marcus told his boss, “my passport is bad. I am running. I will come back in 30 minutes. 

I’ll be working here. They say it’s cool, you have to go, go fast!” Chinese bosses are more 

than complicit with these tenuous conditions. In actuality, it is in the bosses’ best interest 

for their employees to remain undocumented but not detained.  

African shop workers are critical of how Chinese bosses take advantage of their 

legal tenuousness. Chinese bosses know that undocumented migrants have few options for 

employment and legal recourse. As Sebastian articulated, white employers would pay 
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higher wages but only hired Malawians with papers, but Chinese employers knew that 

Malawians were “suffering” and desperate, having traveled for several days and without 

other options in formal labor markets. In the vein of illicit practice, Chinese bosses exploit 

this illegal status, keeping the wages illegally low and not granting days off, and 

subsequently making the opportunity to “regularize” legal status impossible. In this 

feedback loop, workers remain dependent on working for Chinese bosses. Chinese capital 

accumulation is thus predicated on the exploitation of African migrant labor as a racialized 

surplus population and on workers’ lack of rights and ability to work elsewhere. For 

African workers, this feedback loop worsens with their marginality as migrants in 

encounters with corrupt police in a xenophobic country. Yet for Chinese traders, the hyper-

competitive market for low-cost commodities requires lowering costs in order to turn a 

profit, which results in a low market rate for wages. Chinese migrant traders and African 

shop workers are locked in an uneven economic interdependency with colonial roots. 

Resonating with the China Mall, “Migrant workers therefore used employment in South 

Africa as a means to advance their family or individual goals, just as the mine owners were 

using the workers to produce gold from ore that, without access to cheap labor, would not 

have constituted a profitable resource.”52 

 
The View from Inside the Shop 

The Color Line’s Nested Hierarchies 

Jenny hired me because her cousin Kelly, once a co-owner of the shop, decided to go back 

to China permanently and bought out her share, which in turn made it difficult for Jenny to 

                                                
52 Niemann, 128. 
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leave the shop, whether to go to the warehouse to fetch stock or return to China to import 

new stock. Meanwhile, she had many bad experiences with Chinese workers in the past. 

They were “lazy” or “stupid,” or in the worst case, one person copied her business model 

and became her competition downstairs. She was reluctant to hire a Chinese worker full-

time but I was a compromise: someone who could flexibly work from a few days a week 

to longer stretches if she went back to China and who had no incentive to undermine her 

business. And so, began our seven-month relationship as employer-employee and 

ethnographer-informant.53 Working at the party shop afforded me with an up-close view 

of employment practices at China City, such as hiring, firing, training, and the division of 

labor between a Chinese boss, Chinese worker, and African shop workers within a single 

shop and the sentiments and relations between them. 

Jenny typically employed four shop workers, one to two women and two to three 

men. She could do with two or three employees when business was slow but needed more 

at Christmas time, the crucial sales period that buoys the entire year during an economic 

recession. At China City, Christmas begins in August when containers begin coming in 

and more male workers are needed for the frequency of restocking and the arrival of new 

containers. At her shop, there was a two-tiered hierarchy of shop workers. She had two 

long-time employees, Julius and Alice, and a rotating cast of male workers (heigong) who 

worked from one day to a few months before quitting or being fired. Jenny paid the heigong 

the same low entry-level wages as most bosses at China City but paid Alice and Julius 

                                                
53 I also worked one or two days a week at Xiao Li’s clothing shop but chose to spend most of my time at 
Jenny’s shop because of the dynamic environment I found myself in. In what was initially supposed to be a 
temporary job, I worked at the shop most days of the week and watched her shop when she went to China 
for a month. 
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triple, among the highest I heard of at China City. Julius was from Malawi and was Jenny’s 

employee for seven years. She regarded him as one in the family (ziji de jiaren), secretly 

planning to give him enough money to buy a house in Malawi when she would inevitably 

close her shop. Julius earned her trust through gestures of protection. Jenny fondly told me 

stories about when Julius warned her about dangerous routes for driving into the city when 

she was unfamiliar with Johannesburg, and another time when he rushed out from 

downstairs to physically defend her from a threatening customer. Yet their relationship was 

not stable. Once they got into an argument and he shouted, “I want to kill you,” that ended 

in her calling security and him running off. She fired and rehired him several times after 

he stole from her, but Jenny believed Julius became an alcoholic (jiu gui) and was looking 

for an opportunity to fire him.  

Alice was from Zimbabwe and nearing five years of working for Jenny. Before 

coming to Jenny’s shop, like many female migrants arriving in Johannesburg, she used to 

sell sweets and snacks at a stall on the street, carrying her young children with her, and 

struggled with an abusive, alcoholic husband. Jenny was quite fond of Alice, even if she 

did not show it. She once praised Alice for her quickness, saying her movements were as 

fast as a Chinese person’s, and planned on taking Alice to China someday. Jenny was 

funny, jovial, and gregarious, but also short-tempered and could be very cruel. In the 

beginning, Jenny would push her thumb to Alice’s forehead while calling her stupid. Once, 

after an alleged stealing incident, Jenny forced Alice to stand in one place near the counter 

all day. “You can die with those words when you think about them,” Alice voiced.  

Jenny only hired heigong who were introduced by the security guards or friends of 

workers she trusted. Even when she was looking for someone, when prospective employees 
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came by to ask for work, she simply said “no job” without even looking up. By logic of 

guanxi, she refused to take anyone without a connection to someone as a measure of 

accountability. When she hired someone, she did not even ask for their name. She asked 

them about their work history and where they lived to see if commuting to work would be 

a problem. After the brief questionnaire, she photocopied their passport as an identification 

precaution and told them she was starting them on R300 and would raise it if they could 

“work nicely” for her. She claimed she could assess their ability within the first week, 

whether they would work well, and if they were smart or strong, the most valued 

characteristics. Going to the warehouse to get stock was an initiation ritual in exercising 

her authority and a test to assess their abilities. She always shouted at new workers, “Make 

boxes nicely!” when wanting them to work faster. Once she threw a pair of scissors at a 

worker. Idleness (bu gan huo) was not tolerated and seen as a sign of laziness, lack of 

initiative, and stupidity. Often, she accused them of sleeping instead of finding something 

to do. The speed of work and initiative in finding tasks were signs of productivity.  

To no surprise, Jenny had a difficult time retaining workers. Either she grew 

impatient and fired them immediately or they quit. She had so many heigong come and go 

that when she found Justin, who had several years of experience working for Chinese 

wholesalers and impressed her immediately, she resolved to keep him. Starting him at R400 

a week, she snickered that she wanted to make sure he would not leave. At the same time, 

she kept another worker, Lois, at the same R300 wage for months until he quit. She read 

his sensitive, shy demeanor as stupidity and passivity, or alternately in a redeeming way, 

as obedience (guai). She placed him on a low-level track of responsibilities, tasks, and 

salary. Jenny’s assessment of each workers’ capability (nengli), smartness (congming), and 
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physical strength placed them on a spectrum. The least paid workers performed menial 

labor and did not even have a name; they were the most disposable with few prospects for 

advancement and a large reserve of future workers. The most indispensable workers 

demonstrated productive virtues of docility, smartness, and quickness; they handled more 

responsibility and could advance, although not necessarily far. 

At the counter where I sat with Jenny, to the right was the monitor for sixteen 

surveillance camera feeds and invoice books for regular wholesale customers; to the left 

was a small stack of bills and a lockable drawer with more cash and multiple cell phones. 

When Jenny trained me, she instructed me to do two things: take money (shou qian) and 

watch (zhuyi) the shop workers. I was charged with watching the cameras and recording 

the times the workers went in and out, so she could check the cameras later. In keeping 

roles distinct, I never once mopped the floor, heated up Jenny’s food, or cleaned her dishes. 

These tasks were intended to reproduce racialized relations of servility and reinforce the 

mall’s color line as it was replicated at the shop. Across shops, Chinese do not mop floors, 

they handle cash. Chinese workers or managers ultimately do far less work than African 

shop workers and are paid more. The racialized division of labor and social hierarchy of 

the shop are reinforced with the Chinese manager’s role of supervising African shop 

workers. If I wanted to keep my job, and hence access, I needed to perform some gestures 

of surveillance, and so I glanced at the cameras and feigned interest in how to rewind 

footage. I came to know the shop workers and have extensive conversations about work 

when Jenny was not around, and they understood that I needed to show allegiance to her. 
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Intimacies, Affect, and Attachments 

In their seven years together, Julius stole five times, usually something petty. Every time 

she fired him, she rehired him when she realized she could not run her shop without him 

and called him back, or when he could not find employment without papers and pleaded to 

come back. Alice sometimes stole with Julius, but Jenny saw her as less culpable. In my 

first few weeks of working at the shop, Jenny busted them stealing together on camera. The 

goods were worth less than R100. With a strong culture of rubber-necking, many Chinese 

traders came in to ask what had happened. At times, the pathway to the counter was 

impossible to cross because of how many spectators were in the shop. A customer, a black 

South African woman, interrupted Jenny, asking why she must humiliate Alice. Jenny 

made them watch the camera footage again and again to shame and depict them as 

criminals. She used a moralizing tone reserved for those whom she expected loyalty. She 

shouted at both of them, “how could you do me like that,” telling Alice she was setting a 

bad example for her children and warning Julius of dying young from alcoholism. Jenny 

wanted them to confess and apologize, but Alice and Julius held their heads high and kept 

quiet, which only infuriated her more. Jenny took their silence as their skin (pi) being thick, 

a sign of conceit and lack of morality. The form of the drawn-out punishment is important. 

Intended to be as humiliating as possible, the public nature was part of the punishment 

itself. As Nicole Fleetwood observes, the “punitive field – the scene of punishment – in 

which the subjugation of blacks continues through the reproduction of denigrating racial 

stereotypes that allow whites to define themselves through the process of ‘negative 
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differentiation.’”54 Punishment was about denigrating blackness as valorizing Chineseness 

and also to discipline other workers and reassert authority.55  

Ultimately, she could not lose them both, and kept Alice but fired Julius. I never 

saw him again after he came for his things. From her perspective, there was much more 

than the value of stolen merchandise, rather feelings of benevolence and superiority as a 

boss and an expectation of loyalty through not stealing. To her, trust was reciprocal in 

“taking heart and giving heart” (na xin, fan xin). She compared Chinese and African norms 

around reciprocity. Chinese reciprocated their treatment: “I am bad to you, you are bad to 

me” (dui ni huai, ni dui wo huai). In contrast, Africans did not: “I am good to you, you are 

still bad to me” (dui ni hao, ni hai dui wo huai). Jenny believed that no matter the salary 

she paid or how she treated Alice as an employee, Alice would steal, as if the propensity 

to steal were a racially essential trait. “To hit her, to yell at her, or to treat her well” (da ta, 

ma tai, dui ta hao), as Jenny said, did not matter. There was no “heart to heart” (xing jiao 

xing) between her and Alice and Julius, a connection of feeling. Stealing was never merely 

stealing but entangled with feelings of trust from execution to punishment. 

Since the incident, Jenny’s surveillance of Alice intensified to unbearable levels. 

On multiple occasions, Jenny accused her of stealing again, and each time, the camera 

turned up nothing. Alice finally confronted her, “How can we work together like this when 

you do not trust me,” then remarking “It is obvious you do not want me anymore.” Casting 

Alice as surplus labor, unskilled and interchangeable, Jenny retorted, “I have lots of ladies 

                                                
54 Nicole R. Fleetwood, Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality, and Blackness (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2011), 13. 
55 The “art of punishing, in the régime of disciplinary power,” as Foucault writes, “traces the limit that will 
defined difference in relation to all other differences, the external frontier of the abnormal…it normalizes.” 
Foucault, 183. 
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who can work for me, and how can I trust you after I opened my heart to you and you do 

me like that…I gave you so many chances.” Alice was set on quitting, and we discussed 

her exit strategy when Jenny was at the warehouse. “Do you think she will miss me?” she 

asked. I tried to reassure her, but Alice responded, “But she says she has lots of ladies who 

will work for her. She only needs my power. No, she will not miss me. I’m sure. I mean 

she needs my power, not my brain.”  

Even though she would have difficulty finding a job that would pay her as much, 

Alice’s dissatisfaction was at a breaking point, and she planned on leaving. She discussed 

several scenarios with me: vanishing completely after her monthly payday and never 

speaking to Jenny again, or after sending a letter or making a phone call after the fact. She 

told me with certainty, “I will just go. Like that. You know, I am so tired.” As I was leaving 

Johannesburg for two weeks, I thought I would never see Alice again, but she never left as 

planned. Instead she phoned me from Limpopo, telling me that she had “forgiven” Jenny 

and would return to work in a week after spending some time with her family. Because 

Jenny called almost every day, Alice felt needed, saying, “Jenny needs both of us. She 

loves you.” Alice needed the job but also the affirmation that her presence would be missed, 

that she could not be easily replaced and reduced to a laboring body. Similar to domestic 

labor, the relationship between bosses and workers, in the case of Jenny and Alice, was 

constituted through sentimental dependencies: Jenny relied on Alice, which she refused to 

admit, while Alice needed the job and affirmation that her labor and personhood were 

meaningful to Jenny after so many years together. 

During my last month at the shop, Alice, who suffered from migraines, took several 

days off, returning after receiving a CAT scan and treatment. Jenny admitted to me that 
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over time, she had developed feeling (ganqing) toward her. After the busy Christmas 

season passed and once she lined up a stable packing and merchandise job at a grocery 

chain, Alice finally left. Jenny said little of Alice’s absence, only muttering “don’t worry 

about her, heipo” (heipo bu guan). Yet however stoic she appeared to be, I sense Jenny 

must have felt a loss like she did with Julius or Wang Da Ge with Sebastian. Although 

Jenny reasoned that there was a lack of feeling or heart, there was all along, but she could 

not outwardly express attachments at the risk of compromising perceptions of her authority. 

Affect and emotion, whether outwardly expressed or revealed in private, permeated labor 

relationships. As my role changed from general observer of the mall’s daily life to 

participant working in two shops, I realized the wage structure, division of labor, and 

enactment of surveillance was far more nuanced than it appeared on the surface. In ways 

that Marxist approaches to labor elide crucial social dynamics, the vexed affect-laden 

encounters and sentiments in the workplace complicate and undo binaries of capital/labor, 

Chinese/African, and domination/oppression. Matters of hearts and mind, affect and 

emotion, and the intimacies of the workplace were more than noneconomic or extra-

economic, rather they were central to the daily social relations of labor. 

 
Contesting the Color Line 

The Color Line and Profit Line: The “Petty Resistance” of Stealing 

African shop workers find a shared identity as exploited workers and resist their 

exploitation in ways similar to the Black Radical Tradition. As Cedric Robinson defines, 

“The Black Radical Tradition was an accretion, over generations, of collective intelligence 

gathered from struggle. In the daily encounters and petty resistances to domination, slaves 
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had acquired a sense of the calculus of oppression as well as its overt organization and 

instrumentation. These experiences lent themselves to a means of preparation for more epic 

resistance movements.”56 Alternately, in Melamed’s definition, the Black Radical 

Tradition “is a name for struggles that arrange social forces for Black survival over and 

against capital accumulation.”57 These everyday acts are aimed toward countering their 

exploitation and recuperating their humanity. 

As African workers resent the expropriation of their labor and Chinese bosses are 

unwilling to pay them a living wage, stealing is a “weapon of the weak” in the daily 

contestation of the color line. Even though Marcus was opposed to stealing, he stated rather 

matter-of-factly, “You find a job, show them your ID, work, steal, and go.” Workers can 

sneak small amounts of goods out on their body or move larger quantities of goods out 

with the cooperation of customers. Large quantities of stolen goods can be resold to other 

Chinese or African traders with shops in town or in informal markets and flea markets, 

while smaller amounts could be readily sold on the street. As J.K. Gibson-Graham remark, 

“Class struggles do not necessarily take place between groups of people whose identities 

are constituted by the objective reality and subjective consciousness of a particular location 

in a social structure. Rather, they take place whenever there is an attempt to change the 

way in which surplus labor is produced, appropriated, or distributed.”58 Stealing is a means 

to make extra money to survive and challenge the distribution of surplus value. Roger 

justified why he stole: 

                                                
56 Robinson, xxx. 
57 Jodi Melamed, “Racial Capitalism,” Critical Ethnic Studies 1, no. 1 (2015): 80. 
58 J.K. Gibson-Graham, The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It): A Feminist Critique of Political Economy 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 59. 
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They [the workers] don’t have any choice other than to steal, so they do 
steal, because they are hungry. As I said my belly is full but I am hungry. A 
hungry man is an angry man…so they got angry because of that hunger, you 
understand. So, they try to wipe away their tears through that [stealing], you 
understand? 
 

For workers, stealing is an act of economic redistribution for exploited workers to siphon 

from the profit line. It is similar to social banditry as “a cry for vengeance on the rich and 

the oppressors…a righting of individual wrongs.”59 However, stealing reinforced Chinese 

stereotypes about African workers and intensified surveillance. 

Security is foremost concerned with ensuring the safety of the mall in a variety of 

situations. Between Chinese management and African shop workers, security guards 

resemble “boss boys,” the black intermediaries who aided white mine management in 

maximizing the production of black miners. At the mall, they protect the space from 

outsiders, whether “criminals” or police, and the property and bodily safety of Chinese 

tenants. To my surprise, security personnel at all levels condoned petty acts of stealing 

among African workers. The head of security, an Afrikaans veteran of the security industry, 

estimated that half of the robberies were inside jobs committed by employees because of 

the problem of “cheap labor,” explaining, “he must still be able to send money to his family 

wherever they come from, and that’s why these inside jobs take place, because they don’t 

earn such a big salary and that’s a way for them to survive.” Retelling a recent incident, “I 

asked him, why do you bite the hand that feeds you? He was sick and he asked the shop 

owner to give him money for the doctor. The shop owner refused to give him money and 

he was pissed off. You are either going to give me the money or I’ll take it. And 

                                                
59 Eric Hobsbawm, Social Bandits and Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in 
the 19th and 20th Centuries (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1959), 5.  



 

 230 

unfortunately for him he was caught.” Jerry, a Nigerian security guard, said Chinese were 

“greedy” about wages, so “That’s why they steal. Even we don’t have a problem with that. 

We keep telling them if they can do it and get away with it, it’s fine. But your boss, if you 

get caught, we club you, you lose. If you get caught, you get fired or something.” 

Not all shop workers are willing to take this chance and not all security guards are 

sympathetic. The consequences are great. Workers who are caught have their faces posted 

to a “black list” and at the discretion of the Chinese boss, are punished by security in lieu 

of calling the police. Those who are caught suffer greatly behind locked doors or are 

subjected to “truth-inducing” pepper spray. A few guards took pleasure in beating the men 

who stole, bragging that they “broke every bone in his body” as a show of force.60 The 

Nigerian guards were known as “muscle,” and one guard was on probation for excessive 

force. Thus, security guards and supervisors may privately sympathize with the plight of 

workers and are willing to look the other way, even if their public loyalties are to the mall’s 

Chinese tenants. Only when workers are caught does security abide by their role of 

upholding the color line. In an intermediate position, security guards are the enforcers of 

law and order in the service of protecting Chinese capital from African labor unrest. 

 
Freedom from Work: Ways of “Moving About” 

Space, race, and power converge to socially produce racialized geographies of domination 

and subaltern geographies.61 Katherine McKittrick writes, “blackness has been twinned by 

                                                
60 Boss boys “were personal retainers of their white overseers, following them about from mine to mine and 
coercing production from recent arrivals in exchange for a share of the contract or simply for the privilege of 
being the beater rather than the beaten.” Moodie and Ndatshe, 61. 
61 Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), xi. 
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the practice of placing blackness and rendering body-space integral to the production of 

space.”62 At China City, the strict placement of black bodies is integral to the production 

of racialized space and the exercise of power. As African shop workers occasionally steal 

merchandise, and in the rarest occasions, plot “inside jobs” against their bosses, anxious 

Chinese bosses, with security on their side, surveil them intensely. Since bosses cannot see 

what happened outside of their shop, they attempt to control movements entering and 

exiting the shop as much as possible. The largest wholesale shops employ guards 

contracted with private security companies who search workers upon exiting and re-

entering to deter them from stealing. At some shops, workers sign in and out based on the 

security camera timestamp, so bosses can check the tape if any incidents occurred. 

Knowing the panoptic gaze exists is enough to internalize self-management. Limiting 

mobility is a disciplinary mechanism to produce docility and also an exertion of authority 

in the event of punishment. 

Moreover, Chinese bosses are afraid of their employees fraternizing with each other 

at the shop, within the mall, or with outside syndicates in order to steal or plot an inside 

job. Just as Chinese conversed in Mandarin and local dialects to make public conversations 

private, they try to prevent Africans from speaking in “black languages” (heihua), shutting 

down conversations by shouting “too much talking!” As Jerry, a security guard, intimated, 

“because you speak your language and the boss don’t understand, he doesn’t know what 

you’re planning.” Some bosses confiscated mobile phones and gave workers walkie-talkies 

to communicate. The restriction of speech makes the freedom to talk in their own language 

even more meaningful. 

                                                
62 Ibid., xxvii. 
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The opposite of this constraint is freedom to move. As Chinese bosses and 

managers attempt to control the mobility of their workers, mobility on the clock is a 

practice of freedom. A Malawian shop worker, who had an exceptionally trusting 

relationship with his boss, attributed his freedom to socialize to this trust, saying “he treats 

me like one of the family, I can go out and see friends.” The ability to socially meander 

was a “freedom” because of restricted mobility within and beyond the mall. Relatedly, 

security guards and shop workers expressed nostalgia for the freedom they enjoyed in 

Nigeria and Malawi in walking the streets without fear of crime, police harassment, and 

xenophobic violence. In Johannesburg, there is little freedom in traveling the city and 

movement is further constrained within the racialized space of the mall. 

The surveillance of African shop workers and production of docile worker bodies 

is a technology of disciplinary power and authority, workers circumvented these attempts 

to control their mobility. DeCerteau’s notions of “tactics” and “ways of operating” are 

useful for reading these everyday acts as Robinson’s “petty resistance.” Tactics “vigilantly 

make use of the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the 

proprietary powers.”63 Ways of operating include the “innumerable practices by means of 

which users reappropriate the space organized by techniques of sociocultural production.” 

Everyday tactics like walking, or what DeCerteau terms “moving about,” talking, and 

socializing become acts of freedom from work that defy Chinese boss’s expectations that 

African shop workers be docile laboring bodies extricated from social life. In the ways they 

                                                
63 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, Trans. Steven F. Rednall (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and 
London: University of California Press, 1984), 37. 
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move, African shop workers forge a subaltern geography out of the very spatial practices 

of the geography of domination.  

The built environment of the mall allows for a variety of permutations for “moving 

about.” With four blocks spanning two levels and a ring of warehouses, loading docks, and 

the parking lot outside, the mall is full of winding paths. Like the B block entrance, certain 

passages through the mall are concentrated with social groups as friends and acquaintances 

help their friends get jobs at nearby shops. A trip moving stock from A to C block becomes 

more leisurely by passing through B block and pausing to chat. To delay returning to the 

shop, the same trip can take the longer way by going around the containers in the back. 

Trips to buy pap across the gate or Coca-Cola from the two convenience stores upstairs 

become extended social excursions. Chinese bosses are aware their workers do this but can 

do little while stuck in their shops. In this way, shop workers practice tactics made up of 

“clever tricks, knowing how to get away with things, ‘hunter’s cunning,’ maneuvers, 

polymorphic simulations, joyful discoveries, poetic as well as warlike.”64 

As De Certeau posits in “Walking in the City,” ways of walking, a mundane 

activity, are “styles of action” that “intervene in a field which regulates them…but they 

introduce into it a way of turning it to their advantage that obeys other rules” and “create a 

certain play in the machine.”65 “Walking in the mall” is one way of finding pleasure and 

taking respite from the demands of the surveillance apparatus while playfully 

reappropriating mall space, an exercise of freedom and toward the production of 

conviviality. Walking and moving are crucially on the boss’s time and sometimes in their 

                                                
64 Ibid., xiv, xix. 
65 Ibid., 30. 
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presence. Within the constraint of security guards, cameras, and watchful bosses, freedom 

from work happens in being on the clock but out of sight, stealing back time and slowing 

down work, and not allowing the boss’s presence to trump sociality, the “antirelationality” 

and social separateness of racial capitalism.66 

The subaltern geography is also one of conviviality and intimacy, which are denied 

to workers as alienated laboring bodies. Intimate life happens in hidden spaces of the mall. 

The multiple stairways, bathrooms, freight elevators, and areas for disposing of cardboard 

are located near the back of each block, which create semi-sequestered spaces for social 

life. Easily accessible from B and D blocks, both upstairs and downstairs, the back stairway 

near the C block bathroom is where African workers, security guards, and custodial 

employees sit for lunch or shared cigarettes. A makeshift prayer room in the sleepy upstairs 

D block transforms the area into an intimate space where Muslims gather. 

 

  
Figure 4.2 Spaces of intimacy, China City’s prayer room and warehouse. 

 

                                                
66 I am referring to the “social separateness—the disjoining or deactiving of relations between human beings 
(and humans and nature)—needed for capitalist expropriation to work.” Melamed, 78. 
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Shop workers resist the daily drudgery of work by participating in the mall’s 

intimate life, which manifests in friendships like those of the B block brothers and also 

semi-clandestine romances among and between workers and security guards. Shop workers 

work eight-hour days with significant commuting time, seven days per week; security 

guards work twelve-hour shifts plus commuting time, six days per week. With little spare 

leisure time, dating someone who shares the same burden of time in the same place is 

practical. Sneaking away from work during toilet breaks or taking longer routes to visit 

friends, boyfriends, or girlfriends is also a daily tactic to find freedom from work. While 

shop workers can generally do as they pleased, security guards are prohibited from 

fraternizing with shop workers and each other as guards might help workers steal or 

compromise security by intentionally or accidentally providing information. Worse yet, 

they might plot an inside job with workers or other security. Romance flourishes anyway, 

observable through brief and covert handholding and flirtatious glances. On this topic, “We 

are here enjoying China City,” one of the security guards smirked. As DeCerteau posited, 

“far from being regulated or eliminated by panoptic administration,” ways of operating 

“reinforced themselves in a proliferating illegitimacy, developed and insinuated 

themselves into the networks of surveillance.”67  Dating a security guard, part of the 

security apparatus itself, is a crack in the system that is intended to control bodies and leave 

no secret uncovered.  

In yet another way the China Mall bears resemblance to the mining compound, 

surveillance and control is not totalizing nor complete. Within the mine existed a 

multiplicity of spaces and possibilities as “The physical sites of compound life were always 
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intimately connected with one another, linked by a continuous interchange of bodies, 

commodities, and flows of knowledge and information.”68 Within this web of possibilities 

were “subaltern spaces,” “spaces in which black workers carve out hidden domains of 

social intercourse, experience, and activity which are beyond the powers and 

comprehension of white compound architects and managers…Narratives of struggle view 

the spatial and cultural form of the compound as a container of domination and resistance, 

of control and negotiation, of dehumanization and brotherhood, of fragmentation and 

solidarity, of brutality and courage.”69 

 
Conclusion 

To summarize, the color line at China City is the everyday materialization of Chinese racial 

capitalism. The color line manifests in a complex, variegated racial hierarchy: management 

and security who are accountable to the Chinese mall developer; Chinese, Indian, and 

Pakistani tenants who are traders and bosses; Chinese managers and workers who are 

friends, relatives, and strangers; and African shop workers at each shop. These racial 

boundaries intersect with nation, ethnicity, and gender in the kinds of labor African workers 

did at different shops. As I argue, an important feature of Sino-African labor and 

accumulation is the role of the semi-licit. As a profit-seeking strategy, Chinese traders 

exclusively employ poor undocumented African migrants with few options in the formal 

economy and no legal recourse to contest their working conditions. African shop workers 
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rely on transnational networks to find work and survive on low wages. These diasporic 

worlds in turn impart a particular conviviality of labor and intimate life. 

While Chinese bosses and workers view African workers as criminal or lazy, 

African workers view their bosses as slave masters and tyrants and deploy a multitude of 

everyday tactics such as petty theft and meandering. The drama between Chinese bosses 

and African shop workers outlines a class struggle between a Chinese trader class and an 

African labor class organized around dichotomies of Asian/black, employer/employee, and 

capital/labor. And yet, these binaries suggest simple unidirectional flows of power and 

oppositional resistance, and present Chinese bosses and workers and African shop workers 

as homogenous classes. In reality, the color line is not neat, as sympathetic security guards, 

Chinese workers like myself, or bosses like Xiao Li challenge the color line’s prescribed 

positions. Bosses and shop workers share messy social bonds that make subjugation and 

resistance intimate and fraught. As the next two chapters show, the color line and its racial 

categories are not impermeable as there are cracks and transgressions throughout. 

In this chapter, I also situated the color line within the layered history of racial 

capitalism in Johannesburg, specifically the history of migrancy and masculinity on the 

mines. The City of Gold has long been a hub for voluntary and coerced migrant labor, and 

under the webs of British empire and colonialism, African migrants from neighboring 

countries and Chinese indentured laborers made up the productive labor for mining capital. 

A shift from production to consumption, China Malls in Crown Mines are new regional 

migration hubs, attracting African migrants as cross-border shoppers and workers from 

neighboring countries while replicating colonial labor dynamics. Exploring migration 

trajectories that constitute the African workforce at China City illuminates a series of 
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contradictions and curious peculiarities that shed light on broad historical shifts. In a twist 

of history, Chinese migrants return as merchants in the pursuit of fortune and not as 

laborers. Additionally, while large Chinese enterprises are touted in the mainstream media 

and state discourses for creating jobs for South Africans, Chinese traders do exactly the 

opposite by employing only non-South Africans under illegal working conditions in order 

to accumulate capital. And finally, while Chinese traders and African shop workers both 

fall prey to police extortion because of their undocumented status, Chinese traders, like the 

police they detest, exploit African shop workers’ precarity. While this chapter centers the 

vantage point of African shop workers and their critiques of Chinese bosses and workers, 

the next chapter turns to the point of view of Chinese bosses and workers, focusing on their 

perceptions of African shop workers and racial discourses. 
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Chapter 5 

Chinese Anti-Black Racism and the Production of Difference 

 

In Immigrant Acts, Lisa Lowe reads the economic and political contradictions of Asian 

immigrant labor and citizenship in the United States alongside Marx’s theory of abstract 

labor. Lowe argues that capital accumulates not through “labour pure and 

simple…absolutely indifferent to its particular specificity” as Marx posits, but through 

difference. Rather, in the history of the United States, 

…capital has maximized its profits through rendering labor ‘abstract’ but 
precisely through social productions of ‘difference,’ of restrictive 
particularity and illegitimacy marked by race, nation, geographical origins, 
and gender. This law of value has operated, instead, by creating, preserving, 
and reproducing the specifically racialized and gendered character of labor 
power. These processes of differentiation have provided the means for 
capital to exploit through the fracturing and segmentation of different 
sectors of the labor force.1 
 

To reiterate, capital maximizes profits through the production of racial and gender 

difference. In the context of labor, as David Roediger and Elizabeth Esch name, the “x-

factor” works with capital to divide workers across lines of difference and maximize 

production.2 In Chapter 4, I argued that the opposite of abstract labor, Chinese capital relies 

on a racialized and gendered formation of migrancy that is inextricable from the history of 

racial capitalism in South Africa. I examined the color line of Chinese accumulation and 

African labor power in charting the vexed relations between Chinese bosses, Chinese 

workers, African shop workers, and African security guards from the China Mall down to 

                                                   
1 Lisa Lowe, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 1996), 27-28. 
2 David R. Roediger and Elizabeth D. Esch, The Production of Difference: Race and the Management of 
Labor in U. S. History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 7-8. 
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the shop. However, this account of labor in incomplete without investigating the ideologies 

and affects that naturalize the hierarchies and categories of the color line. 

Completing the previous chapter, in this chapter, I focus on the production and 

reproduction of difference that constitute the color line, arguing that Chinese anti-black 

racism fundamentally produces Chinese and black as racial categories that underpin 

Chinese racial capitalism. I treat Chinese anti-black racism as a racial formation, “as the 

sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and 

destroyed” from macro-level social processes to everyday experience.3 Accordingly, 

Chinese anti-black racism is a set of transnational discourses grounded in historic racial 

ideology in China that are subsequently remade in South Africa, in addition to everyday 

practices with material and affective valences that construct racial meaning. Apprehending 

Chinese anti-black racism and the production and reproduction of difference requires 

historical and ethnographic analysis.  

Historically entrenched racial ideologies and daily practices are thoroughly 

enmeshed in the production and reproduction of difference. The first of two parts, I 

illustrate how historical Chinese discourses of blackness and civilizational superiority 

produce racial difference and shape how Chinese migrants imagine themselves in relation 

to South Africa and interact with African shop workers. Importantly, these discourses 

justify and naturalize the inequalities of Chinese racial capitalism. The next part turns to 

how anti-blackness and the production of difference are insidious, touching every part of 

everyday life within and beyond the mall. I explore the habitus of the color line, referring 

                                                   
3 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to 1990s, second 
edition (New York: Routledge, 1994), 55-56. 
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to the tacit knowledge, affective economies, embodied dispositions, scripted encounters, 

learned behaviors, built environments, and everyday practices that reproduce racial 

difference and prop up the color line. The final portion shifts to the messy and circular 

ways racial difference is produced and reproduced through crime and surveillance, 

exploring how Chinese migrants interact with Johannesburg through the racialized fear of 

crime and logics of security, and also racialize African shop workers through discourses of 

black criminality and practices of surveillance. 

Sino-African racial formation is a large topic in scope, encompassing how Chinese 

racialized Africans and how Africans racialized Chinese, and in the past and present. 

Reflecting the situated, partial, subjective character of knowledge production, my vantage 

point presents a modest slice of theorizing these racial formations. Chinese traders viewed 

me as a Chinese American (meiji huaren) but nevertheless Chinese, an “inside” position 

that granted me access to their daily conversations about race, a testament of the co-ethnic 

insularity and public/private nature of racial discourse. They cavalierly made racist remarks 

about Africans in their presence in Mandarin and bonded through shared racial views. To 

maintain access to these conversations, I usually remained silent, and by not challenging 

these views, complicit in order to access these discourses.  

 
Naturalizing the Color Line: Race, Civilization, and Modernity 

Contemporary Sino-African flows have engendered new encounters, proximities, and 

intimacies between Chinese and African subjects, and in the process, reinvigorated historic 

forms of Chinese anti-black racism and racial knowledge. As Jodi Melamed defines, “racial 

knowledges are materially produced discourses that both constitute and are determined by 
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the historically specific material circumstances and geohistorical conditions for which they 

offer sense making.”4 Accordingly, Chinese racial knowledge and anti-black racism draw 

from multiple historic discourses. Even as Chinese racial formations overlap with Western 

and American discourses about Africans and blackness, they do not merely replicate them, 

nor are they entirely sui generis as if sprung from “Chinese civilization.”5 My aim here is 

not to present a comprehensive genealogy of Chinese racial discourses, but to contextualize 

everyday racial knowledges at the China Mall to better understand their historical valences. 

 
Heiren and Heigui: The Lexicon of Difference 

Historically, blackness and the color black (hei) has been associated with negative 

qualities: “heixin (black hearted), heiren (black person, but also one who lacks a residency 

permit), heishi (black market), heishehui (gangster organization) and heihua (bandit 

argot).”6 Evident in its linguistic variations, blackness in Chinese discourses is negatively 

associated with dark, the immoral, and the illegal. Accordingly, with the language of “black 

devil” (heigui), “the linguistic association of darkness with devil equates dark skin with 

one who tempts others to sin. Black as devil legitimizes perceptions of Africans as the 

cause of social ills.”7 Additionally, blackness and Africa have also been conflated in 

Chinese terminology of “black Africa” (hei Feizhou) and “black Africans” (hei 

                                                   
4 Jodi Melamed, Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism (Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 12. 
5 Chinese discourses about race and blackness are multi-faceted and transnational and drew from multiple 
discourses. Dikötter writes, “racial discourse in modern China was not simply translated from Europe at the 
end of the nineteenth century, but was the result of a complex process of negotiation and appropriation, as 
racial thinkers constructed a new worldview with very complex cognitive, social and political dimensions.” 
Frank Dikötter, The Discourse of Race in Modern China, second ed. (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 
2015 [1992]), ix-x. 
6 Barry Sautman, “Anti-Black Racism in Post-Mao China,” The China Quarterly 138 (1994): 427-28. 
7 Tessa M. Pfafman, Christopher J. Carpenter, and Yong Tang, “The Politics of Racism: Constructions of 
African Immigrants in China on ChinaSMACK,” Communication, Culture & Critique 8, no. 4 (2015): 548. 
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Feizhouren), while Africa is defined as “the continent of nothingness” (Feizhou).8 Thus, 

Africans have been inseparably constructed from blackness and less than human, whether 

as slaves, beasts, animals, or devils (gui). As Stoler writes, “Race as a concept performs in 

a mobile field. It animates vacillating discourses with dynamic motility. Racial lexicons 

accumulate recursively, producing new racial truths as they requisition and reassemble old 

ones.”9 Enduring social Darwinist logics and ideas of blackness find daily expression at 

China City as traders use the term heigui to describe African shop workers. 

Attesting to the centrality of race in organizing the division of labor, blackness is 

written into the very lexicon of employment at the China Mall. Chinese bosses and 

managers use heigong and heipo to describe male and female African shop workers, 

respectively. In China, the usage of heigong, literally meaning black (hei) worker (gong), 

refers to undocumented workers. In South Africa, the term only applies to African shop 

workers, who are undocumented migrants, and does not apply to Chinese workers, even as 

they are also frequently undocumented. While all male shop workers are called heigong, 

female shop workers are called heipo (black woman), po being a feminine suffix. It was 

also commonplace to refer to workers as heigui (black devil), a racial epithet equivalent to 

the n-word.10 It cannot be understated that during my fieldwork, I never heard alternate 

terms to describe African shop workers whose blackness defined their labor identities. 

                                                   
8 Johanna Hood, “Distancing Disease in the Un-black Han Chinese Politic: Othering Difference in China’s 
HIV/AIDS Media,” Modern China 39, no. 3 (2013): 289. 
9 Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2017), 250. 
10 Scholars have noted, “There is no Chinese translation for the highly derogatory English word, ‘nigger.’ 
However, ‘black devil,’ functions in Chinese in a similar, intensely derogatory way,” and is only used to 
describe men. In an analysis of online comments on Africans in China from Chinese netizens, media scholars 
noted, that African women were never referred to as “black devils.” Pfafman, Carpeter, and Tang, 548, 551.  
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However, not all Chinese traders and workers use this pejorative term. Chinese 

traders and workers’ personal experiences with African shop workers influence their 

terminology. Ivy, who was from Guangdong and in her thirties, supervised the B Block 

Malawian workers and frequently complained about stealing. I asked her about the 

difference in usage between heiren and heigui, to which she answered: 

They are the same, heigui is simply the same as heiren [heigui jiu shi 
heiren]. Because black people [heiren] are sometimes very lazy, they like 
to steal things and rob [qiangjie], we are very annoyed with them and call 
them heigui, but there are also white people [bairen] whom we call baigui 
[white devil]. 
 

Like Ivy, experiences with workers stealing and perceptions of criminality underlie the 

usage of this word. In contrast, more educated, younger generations are hesitant to use 

heigui, using heiren, meaning black people, as the more politically correct term. For 

instance, Gloria, who was in her mid-twenties and from Guangdong, ran a small shop 

without any employees. She acknowledged that racism (zhongzhi qishi) in South Africa 

between black and white was “severe and not easy to go through.” Echoing a multicultural 

narrative of cultural racism: 

I think black, white, Indian, and Chinese people [heiren, bairen, induren, 
zhongguoren]…are all equal [pingdeng]. We must maintain progress with 
culture, manners, ideology, and education [wenming, limao yao gen shang; 
sixiang, jiao yu yao gen shang]. Black people, if they have made progress 
with education and ideology, then they will be very good [Heiren ruguo shi 
jiaoyu sixiang gen shang de hua, hui hen hao]. 
 

In her worldview, progress, measured by the West, comes through self-improvement. 

While Wang Da Ge used the term heigui liberally, Lisa did not. Distinguishing heiren and 

heigui through living people (renlai) and the dead (gui), she believed, “you should respect 

others [wo ziji ge renjia yi zhong zunzhong].” To give an exceptional example of a trader, 
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Joyce was born in 1976, from Guanxi province, and had been wholesaling in Johannesburg 

for a decade. Comparing herself to other traders, she expounded: 

Heigui doesn’t sound good. Many bosses at the shops [kai dian de laoban] 
really like saying ‘heigui heigui,’ but you are in a black country [heiren de 
guojia], and you cannot disrespect them [bu neng kan bu qi tamen]. Black 
people will sometimes steal stuff, but there’s no way to change that…you 
cannot change this habit. [You] don’t have to yell. A lot of bosses act like 
they are savages [chusheng] because of armed robberies [qiangjie] and 
stealing are often committed by black people…It’s the same everywhere. 
They do that in China too. 
 

To Joyce, Gloria, and Lisa, calling African shop workers heigui was unnecessary and 

disrespectful, while acknowledging the place of the Chinese trader in Africa.11  

Related to this racial lexicon, Chinese traders also see themselves as modernizing 

forces in South Africa and racially superior. One Chinese boss who used heigui lectured 

me, claiming that Africans were not fully human and lacked humanity, reason, soul, or 

consciousness (renxing). When I first arrived, part of my indoctrination was learning the 

derogatory word chusheng, meaning brutes and savages. Recalling the historical 

associations between blackness and animality in Chinese racial knowledge, some migrants 

called African shop workers savages, monkeys, and most commonly, heigui. Once Mr. 

Zheng bragged about telling South African police to “go back to the mountain” where 

animals live, a riff on “go back to China.” As scholar of race in China Frank Dikötter points 

out, there is long-standing stereotype of Africans and “inferior races” as apes, including in 

                                                   
11 What was striking was the lack of anti-racist discourse or practice in everyday conversation. While racial 
language was everywhere, the use of the words for race or racism (zhongzhi qishi) only came up in taped 
interviews when I asked pointed questions about race. Those who contested overtly racist discourse did not 
openly challenge it, as they were often not in a position to or chose not to. 
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early twentieth century Chinese anthropology and science textbooks, and a lasting equation 

between cultural savagery, physical alterity, and blackness in Chinese racial thinking.12 

During the wave of xenophobic violence in 2015, Chinese migrants circulated 

graphic images and videos of violence against Zimbabwean children in a black township. 

The reception was a mixture of shock and sympathy, but the videos were also taken as 

evidence of savagery and disregard for life, distinguishing black moral inferiority from 

Chinese superiority, while also implying that Africans killed not only Chinese but also each 

other. Theorizing contemporary Han racism, Kuan-Hsing Chen points out three key logics 

in the Han imaginary from Qing Dynasty literature: “to demonize the Other…in which the 

self is human while the Other is not,” “to animalize the Other,” and “to differentiate 

outsiders through even finer distinctions, thereby producing additional sets of hierarchies.” 

As such, “there are beings who can physically pass as human but who cannot be qualified 

as having fully achieved humanity.”13 How Chinese traders deploy everyday language to 

figure African shop workers as “black devils” and “brutes” make them less than human, 

akin to what Nikhil Singh identifies as the “enduring cheapness of black life” of 

contemporary racial capitalist exploitation.14 To summarize, the language of racial 

difference grows out of a confluence of genealogies of race in China and Chinese migrants’ 

experiences with African shop workers and is embedded in the organization of labor 

relations. As Chinese migrants see themselves and China as more civilized and racially 

                                                   
12 Dikötter, 94. 
13 Kuan-Hsing Chen, Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization (Durham and London, Duke University 
Press), 260-261. 
14 Nikhil Pal Singh, “On Race, Violence, and ‘So-Called Primitive Accumulation,’” in Futures of Black 
Radicalism, eds. Gaye Theresa Johnson and Alex Lubin (New York and London: Verso), 57-58. 
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superior than Africans and Africa, the power differential between Chinese and Africans is 

naturalized.   

 
Development Imaginaries 

A key aspect of how Chinese migrants understand themselves in South Africa is related to 

the location of “yellow” in relation to both “black” and “white.” Chinese racial discourses 

have followed a particular color consciousness “between white, the centre of the civilized 

world, and black, the negative pole of humanity.”15 During the nineteenth century, 

foreigners were labeled as barbarians and devils, with white devils (baigui) and black 

devils (heigui). Yellow has been a symbolically important color “coupled with the concept 

of the middle” such as the Middle Kingdom that symbolized fame and progress, like the 

Yellow River and Yellow Emperor.16 Although spanning centuries, elements of these 

discourses reverberate in how Chinese migrants understand Chineseness, blackness, and 

their place in a global hierarchy. When Chinese migrants called themselves huaren, Sarah 

clarified that it meant “yellow skinned people” (huang pifu ren), which defined Chinese as 

distinct from foreigners (waiguo ren). Even as Chinese migrants are foreigners in South 

Africa, they see themselves as superior all racial groups in South Africa, including black, 

white, Coloured, and Indian. 

Applicable to Chinese traders in South Africa, Nyíri asserts that since 1978, the 

“new migrant” in official PRC ideology traveling to less developed, backwards (luohou) 

areas of the world has made them a source of pride for the Chinese government and among 

overseas Chinese. In many of these narratives, it is the migrant entrepreneur who carries 

                                                   
15 Dikötter, 9. 
16 Ibid., 34-35. 
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the “yellow man’s burden,” a sentiment “it is the turn of the Chinese, with their unique 

endowments of flexibility and efficiency and now backed by a strong modernizing state, 

to lead the world to a new, improved version of modernity and capitalism.”17 Chinese 

migrants refer to South Africa as a developing country (fazhangzhong guojia) and the 

countries where African shop workers come from as poor, undeveloped, and backwards 

(luohou guojia). Similar to the yellow man’s burden, hegemonic development imaginaries 

shape how Chinese migrants understand themselves in relation to South Africa and African 

people.18 

Reflecting a common viewpoint at the mall, in a 2011 online story “Africans in 

Guangzhou: Opportunities & Discrimination” on the Chinese social news aggregator 

website ChinaSMACK, one netizen stated: “Blacks are simply a low-level race…When 

white people ruled South Africa and social resources were in the white people’s hands, all 

various aspects of South Africa achieved great development! But after Mandela overthrew 

white rule…there’s almost no social control development and the violence rate has 

increased daily!!”19 As some of my Chinese informants expressed, white rule brought 

development and law and order, while black rule brought crime and disorder. Da Jie, who 

was born in the 1950s and was a former nurse in the city Harbing in Dongbei, sold South 

                                                   
17 Pál Nyíri, “The Yellow Man’s Burden: Chinese Migrants on a Civilizing Mission,” China Quarterly 56 
(2006): 105. 
18 These development imaginaries are crucially shaped by discourses of quality (suzhi). Historically suzhi is 
a “discourse of backwardness and development (the quality of the masses)” that emerged with the Dengist 
neoliberal state’s development project to uplift China out of poverty and into global capitalist modernity 
under the belief that cultivating the quality of the overall citizenry (guomin suzhi) – especially those in poor, 
rural “backwards” areas – was vital to national progress. Moreover, as Nyíri argues, China’s domestic 
civilizing mission of improving quality among its backward populations is “exported” around the world as 
migrants become “globally mobile harbingers of modernity.” Nyíri, 103-104; Yan Hairong, “Neoliberal 
Governmentality and Neohumanism: Organizing Suzhi/Value Flow through Labor Recruitment Networks,” 
Cultural Anthropology 18, no. 4 (2003): 495. 
19 Pfafman, Carpeter, and Tang, 547. 
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African flags and apparel. She lauded South Africa’s history of colonial rule and its lasting 

effects on social order and physical infrastructure.20 Da Guo, a trader born in the 1960s 

from Dongbei, articulated a similar view. In an interview, he shared, “A century of British 

colonialism was, in my mind, ultimately correct [wo juede haishi dui de]. It was right to 

have Western countries control [tong zhi] with Western ideology and culture [xifang de 

sixiang hen wenhua].” He attributed South Africa’s professional [zhuangye] architecture 

and infrastructure to European colonialism, continuing, “Look at the black government, 

it’s getting worse and worse…It’s best to have white people [bairen] govern [guanli] the 

country. You cannot leave South Africa to black people because they are not as smart as 

Western people [xifang ren].” In Da Guo’s worldview, Africans were racially inferior and 

unfit to self-govern. Nyíri defines the “yellow man’s burden” as the widespread nationalist 

“sentiment that the Chinese people must tomorrow take over the mission that has been 

carried by Americans since World War II and before them by the British, the mission of 

modernizing and civilizing the world.”21 While Chinese traders do not see themselves as 

new colonizers in South Africa, some hold steadfast to a global hierarchy of white 

domination, black inferiority, and yellow superiority, which is based in histories of 

European colonialism in Africa and China, and also the idea of a China-centric future in 

the era of the Chinese Dream and One Belt One Road. 

To elaborate, on a sleepy afternoon, Jenny, fed up with rude white customers, 

shared her vision of race and world history to me. White South Africans, especially the 

poor white Afrikaners who shopped at China City, did not respect Chinese (kan bu qi 

                                                   
20 This sentiment, however, was not only a Chinese position, rather I heard similar nostalgia for apartheid 
from white South Africans and South African born Indian and Pakistani immigrant traders at China City. 
21 Nyíri, 106. 
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zhongguoren) because they knew they were inferior. While Chinese came to South Africa 

with nothing but now drove nice cars, poor whites had little material wealth (mei liao), 

culture (mei wenhua), or capital (mei ziben). As she saw it, like many Chinese traders who 

came from the countryside, poor Afrikaner whites also came from farming backgrounds; 

they were unlike the monied white elites who left South Africa as apartheid ended and 

resented black South Africans for ascending. Jenny was born in the early 1970s and 

witnessed the reconfiguration of class in her and her parents’ generation. Accordingly, as 

she saw global change: “Everything can change in twenty or thirty years’ time. Rich and 

poor can be flipped in one or two generations…in thirty years, the world can be facing east, 

and in another thirty years, facing west [san shi nian he dong, san shi nian he xi].” In light 

of the inequality that accompanied China’s development, as she understood it, not everyone 

had the ability (bensi) to be a millionaire; some people were destined to sit in offices while 

others cleaned toilets. As being self-made was central to Jenny’s framing of herself, hard 

work is essential for progress (jinbu) and transformation (gaibian), whether in an 

individual’s lifetime or China’s ascendance in the world. Jenny shared the adage, “if a pot 

is cracked, you must not toss it, but work to improve it” (puo guan zhe puo shuai). In 

Jenny’s vision, world history moved east because of the effort Chinese exerted, a prevalent 

view among Chinese migrants as model minority entrepreneurs. In this meritocratic 

narrative of development, Chinese traders applaud themselves for their smartness, thrift, 

and self-discipline. As a corollary, Africans are blamed for a lack of development.  

To summarize, as the circulation of the pejorative term heigui shows, the language 

of difference is shaped by and shapes labor relations. Entrenched beliefs about racial and 

civilizational superiority, historical associations of blackness with slavery and animality, 
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and progressive development narratives converge to justify the exploitation of African shop 

workers and mediate how Chinese migrants imagine their place in South Africa in the age 

of China’s rise. Meritocratic understandings of the making of the capitalist world-system 

through the virtues of hard work absents structural and historic systems of racialized 

dispossession and exploitation. Among many of my informants, while they did not see 

themselves as colonizers, many expressed approval for colonialism, a structure of 

domination congruent with racial capitalism.  

 
The Everydayness of Race: The Habitus of the Color Line 

Learning Anti-Blackness 

Chinese racial ideology, or “common sense” knowledge about race, emerges from the daily 

intimacies and proximities of Sino-African encounters in which notions of racial difference 

congeal and power relations are normalized. Embedded in everyday life, an 

anthropological approach to racism locates it within a specific habitus, “systems of durable, 

transposable dispositions” that produce individual and collective practices, thoughts, 

perceptions, expressions, and actions.22 Habitus is a historically situated system of 

classifications and dispositions that simultaneously emerges from the “internalization of 

the structure of the social space” and is a “structuring structure, which organizes practices 

and the perception of practices.” Extending Bourdieu to the social field of Chinese traders, 

the color line, too, exists as habitus, an overarching set of dispositions that governs 

intraracial and interracial interactions, ways of life, preferences, classifications, and 

behaviors, while imbuing quotidian practices with racial meaning. Furthermore, “key to 

                                                   
22 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990 
[1980]), 53-54. 
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understanding the logic of Han racism,” Chen emphasizes, is the yin/yang framework of 

self/other categories (woman/man, Other/Han). Chen articulates, 

Within the system of Han racist practices, this logic has long been an 
instinctual response when encountering the Other. This means the 
encounter always presupposes the subject’s knowledge of an accumulated 
set of practices, which in turn condition and mobilize the subject’s practices 
when confronting the unfamiliar other.23 
 

The instinctual attests to the seemingly naturalness of embodied habitus and tacit 

knowledge about difference. Chinese anti-black racism is the product of social 

commitments and repetition: racist attitudes are socially rewarded, unequal power relations 

are normalized through quotidian acts, notions of difference are naturalized through 

historical racial discourses, and boundaries separating racial groups are reinforced. 

Social boundaries are conceptual distinctions that shape perceptions of the world 

and moving through everyday life, and as Pei-Cha Lan remarks, “it takes work in everyday 

practices to weave institutional divisions and cognitive classifications.” Lan adds, 

“Consciously or not, we engage in boundary work to cultivate tacit knowledge or embodied 

habitus that frames our understanding of selves and others. This social act is fundamental 

not only in the reproduction of cultural repertoires but also in the perpetuation of social 

inequalities.”24 As Frederick Cooper and Ann Stoler remark about the boundary work of 

empire, “Here lies a basic tension of empire: the otherness of the colonized person was 

neither inherent nor stable; his or her difference had to be defined and maintained; social 

                                                   
23 Chen, 261-262, emphasis mine. 
24 Sociologist Christena Nippert-Eng defines boundary work as “the strategies, principles, and practices we 
use to create, maintain, and modify cultural categories.” There are two kinds of boundary work, placement 
and transcendence, and as such, “Boundary permeability is a function of at least two elements: how different 
the divided categories are from each other and how well we do our boundary work.” Pei-Cha Lan, Global 
Cinderellas: Migrant Domestics and Newly Rich Employers in Taiwan (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2006), 11; Christena E. Nippert-Eng, Home and Work: Negotiating Boundaries through 
Everyday Life (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 8, 28. 
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boundaries that were at one point clear would not necessarily remain so.”25 Boundary work 

and the habitus of the color line cyclically reinforce each other as the color line fosters 

notions of racial difference between selves and others, but also needs reproduction as racial 

meanings categories are never fixed. Melamed notes that “Racialization displaces 

differential value making into world-ordering systems of difference, concealing its 

performative work with is constative work.”26 Put differently, as capital accumulates 

through the production of difference, “blackness” needs to be constantly reproduced as 

incommensurably different from “Chineseness.”  

Chinese migrants internalize the social landscape and learned dispositions that 

exceed the context in which they were learned, becoming transposed on to a variety of 

scenarios. Significantly, habitus is “converted into a disposition that generates meaningful 

practices and meaning-giving perceptions; it is a general, transposable disposition which 

carries out a systematic, universal application—beyond the limits of what has been directly 

learnt—of the necessity inherent in the learning conditions.”27 Racial behaviors and 

attitudes are learned as established traders initiate new arrivants into dominant racial 

relations. For example, my employers at the clothing store, Eve and Xiao Li, were new to 

China City. Originally from Hunan, Xiao Li worked in an office in Shanghai and joined 

her husband in Johannesburg in 2011; her younger sister Eve was a teacher before coming 

to Johannesburg in 2015. They learned the rules and norms governing employment, the 

                                                   
25 Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, “Introduction: Tensions of Empire: Colonial Control and Visions 
of Rule,” American Ethnologist 16, no. 4 (1989): 610. 
26 Melamed, 2. 
27 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgements of Taste, trans. Richard Nice 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), 170 175, emphasis mine. 
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wholesale and retail market, and social relations from a handful of traders, all of whom had 

been at China City for over five years, and some in South Africa for nearly twenty years.  

When Eve first arrived in Johannesburg, Xiao Li instructed her on how to conduct 

herself in public. On Eve’s first outing to Eastgate Mall, Xiao Li told her to be watchful of 

black South Africans and to keep her belongings close, which she thought was excessive 

until someone attempted to pickpocket her phone at the grocery store. Appalled that such 

a thing happened on her first time out, Eve took it as a sign of rampant crime and her sister’s 

wisdom rather than paranoia. Like Xiao Li, Eve used to look down upon other traders who 

yelled at their employees, and tried to establish a less hierarchical, friendlier rapport. Once 

when Eve was sharing her lunch, bending down and leaning over a shop worker, one of the 

neighbors came in and laughed at her subordinate posture and naïve generosity. After a 

few months Eve hardened, developing the embodied habitus of her peers. Over cigarettes 

in her room, she admitted to me a change in attitude about race, saying she could not be so 

nice to employees because her kindness would not be reciprocated. In this way, racist 

attitudes and behaviors are dispositions that must be socially learned and reinforced and 

are expected in order to be accepted into the Chinese trader community. Offhand comments 

traders make in the company of each other, such as “all black people are like that,” only 

fortify these linkages. Chinese migrants form a social bond in opposition to blackness by 

distinguishing themselves from racial others, initiating each other through rituals of 

learning anti-blackness.  

Racial common sense is tacit, intuitive, and embodied. Racial othering is learned 

through repetition to the point of becoming a gut-level response. In an interview, Jenny 

described how her instincts developed over time at work: 
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You just encounter many incidents over time. You just know when people 
come, and I tend to be more watchful. This is a very backwards, disorderly 
country [luan guojia]. If you are not careful, you can run into trouble [mafan]. 
Whoever comes in – anyone, heipo, heigong, heigui – I will look at their 
appearance, [listen to] what they say. If they are speaking in a black 
language [heihua] with our workers, I can tell if they are bad or good. For the 
most part, I can guess…You have to be very careful. You aren’t doing business; 
you won’t feel these suspicions. But we are in the store everyday doing business 
and are scared…many black people are bad. 
 

In Jenny’s rationalization of her close monitoring of African customers and shop workers, 

she described her knowing as intuitive, which was developed through repetition and time 

and was based in fear. Grounded in the language of heiren and heigui, racial common sense 

is an embodied disposition, judgement, and classification of others, being able to “guess” 

whether strangers are “bad or good” and reinforcing stereotypes that “many black people 

are bad.” Through working with her, I witnessed her discerning eye as she perked up with 

certain visitors but paid little attention to others; there was something about the way people 

moved, dressed, or comported themselves that could not be entirely reduced to profiling 

by race, gender, or age. Since she and I had different roles and stakes in the shop, and as 

such, I did not fear robbery every day the way she did, and I would not “feel these 

suspicions.” In positioning myself alongside both Chinese and African communities at the 

mall, I resisted cultivating these racial intuitions. These tacit knowledges are at once shaped 

by and shapes racialized labor relations at the mall. 

 
Affect, Bodies, and Blackness 

The affective power of blackness is critical in making anti-blackness so engrained in 

everyday life, touching and “sticking” to all social relations. Blackness is not only a set of 

discourses and beliefs, but also given meaning and constituted through fear and anxiety 
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that adheres to racialized bodies, and coheres individual bodies into the racial populations 

that produces the color line. In Troubling Vision, Nicole Fleetwood theorizes blackness 

through the visual and affective as blackness circulates and attaches to bodies and affects.28 

As Sara Ahmed has written about fear, it is “attributed to bodies of others,” which is 

“intensified by the possibility that the object of fear may pass us by.” Fear “involves 

relationships of proximity, which are crucial to establishing the ‘apartness’ of white 

bodies” that maintains distance between racial bodies.29 The other side of fear, anxiety 

sticks to objects in anticipation of their approach. The space of the mall is one of circulation 

of racial bodies approaching and passing by. In contrast to the circulation of bodies that 

produces conviviality, blackness circulates and sticks to bodies, attaching to signs of 

criminality, fear, and anxiety that reproduce the black body as an object of fear. 

Among Chinese traders and workers, these affective economies engender peculiar 

practices around race, space, and maintaining distance between different racial bodies. 

Even as Lisa was not as overtly racist toward African shop workers, she nevertheless 

internalized stereotypes of black criminality. While walking in Chinatown where there 

were many African workers on the street, she stated, 

I will be very vigilant, I will definitely keep my distance [wo dui tamen hen 
jingti, wo hui gen tamen baochi yiding de juli]…at least one meter 
away…This is a street and you will often hear about robberies. I will protect 
myself. If I see a black person, I will go around [the long way] and not let 
them come too close. 

                                                   
28 “Blackness and black life become intelligible and valued, as well as consumable and disposable, through 
racial discourse. Blackness, in this sense, circulates. It is not rooted in a history, person, or thing, although it 
has many histories and many associations with people and things. Blackness fills in space between matter, 
between object and subject, between bodies, between looking and being looked upon. It fills in the void and 
is the void. Through its circulation, blackness attaches to bodies and narratives coded as such but it always 
exceeds these attachments.” Nicole R. Fleetwood, Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality, and Blackness 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 6. 
29 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, second edition (New York and London: Routledge, 2015), 
15, 63. 
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As Eve learned to hold her belongings close to her person in public, or Jenny developed 

intuitions about people coming into her shop, Lisa, out of habit, carried her body in 

measured ways. Across these examples, affective economies of blackness undergirded the 

habitus of the color line as fear and anxiety were integral to the cultivation of embodied 

knowledge and played a critical role in reproducing racism. 

Affect, however, is not split from histories of racial thought. As Ahmed theorizes, 

“the sideways movement [of fear] between objects, which works to stick objects together 

as signs of threat, is shaped by multiple histories. The movement between signs does not 

have its origin in the psyche, but is a trace of how such histories remain alive in the 

present.” Ahmed clarifies, “The production of the black man as the object of fear depends 

on past histories of association.”30 Recalling the connotations between black and illegality, 

historical Chinese discourses on race and blackness stick black bodies together with 

associations with violence and crime and reproduce these bodies as objects of racial fear 

and anxiety in the present. Racial difference at the mall is the product of many trajectories 

that are simultaneously historical, discursive, material, psychic, and affective.  

 
Black Subjectivity in Sino-African Encounters 

In The Erotic Life of Racism, Sharon Holland addresses the “intimacy and quotidian nature 

of racism,” the discretionary acts and racist practices of ordinary actors and the “psychic 

life of racism” in interracial encounters of familiarity and proximity.31 Racial 

commonsense is insidious in how Chinese traders often called African shop workers not 

                                                   
30 Ibid., 66. 
31 Sharon Patricia Holland, The Erotic Life of Racism (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2012), 
3-4. 
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by their name, but as heigui, or the related terms of heigong or heipo. The mode of address 

is a site of psychic violence where racial domination and subordination are scripted into 

the everyday culture of work, interpellating Chinese and African subjects into the hierarchy 

of the color line. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon theorizes the racial primal scene – “the 

Fanonian moment” as it has become canonical in critical race theory – “in which the black 

subject comes into self-knowing through the traumatic recognition of another’s eyes.”32 In 

the encounter, as Fanon narrates, a white boy exclaims “Look, a Negro!” to his mother; the 

black man subsequently quivers in fear, and the boy, mistaking his trembling for rage, runs 

to his mother and says “Maman, the Negro’s going to eat me.”33 Not able to take it any 

longer, “the body schema, attacked in several places, [gives] way to an epidermal racial 

schema.” Race is inscribed on the skin and under the white gaze of blackness, the subject 

is hailed and comes into being as a racial subject. Fanon posits, “For not only must the 

black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man.”34 

Considering the Fanonian moment in the Sino-African context, the utterance of the 

epithet heigui functions like the hailing of “Look, a Negro!” and stages the racial primal 

scene. To make this comparison is to consider how black subjects come into being in the 

Sino-African context, one where whiteness is displaced by Chineseness; it is also to 

consider the psychic and affective dimension of the color line and the quotidian trauma of 

subject formation that upholds it. When traders directly or indirectly referred to shop 

workers through these racial terms, they easily recognized themselves. Marcus reflected, 

But there are some other ways that we can know what these people are 
talking...they look at you and they continue to talk...you can know by body 

                                                   
32 Fleetwood, 21-23. 
33 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 1952), 93. 
34 Ibid., 90. 
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language. But we don’t care, we just work. It’s better that we don’t know 
what they are talking about…it wouldn’t be good. 

 
Each utterance of heigui acts as a hail, and interpellates African subjects into Chinese racial 

discourses that discounted black subjectivity, alienated them as labor, and positions them 

within a racial capitalist hierarchy. An important and underexplored aspect of Sino-African 

racial formations, these everyday interpellations amount to psychic violence that produce 

subordination to and further maintain the color line. At stake in their silence was appeasing 

quick tempered bosses, and yet, African shop workers also subtly resisted by turning it 

back onto them. In 2013, for instance, I met a Mozambican vendor who sold chocolates at 

another China Mall. A daily presence, he was acquainted with everyone, and cheerfully 

greeted Chinese traders as “brother” and “friend.” The Chinese “mami,” irritated with his 

daily solicitations, chuckled nervously and complained about him to me in Mandarin. 

Surprising us both, he exclaimed, “But I’m a good heigui!” He flipped the script by 

demonstrating his knowledge of Chinese stereotypes and disrupting the assumption that 

Mandarin granted traders indemnity to say anything in public. Chinese racial discourses 

script anti-blackness into daily encounters, but they are not totalizing as African shop 

workers occasionally turn these discourses on their heads. 

To summarize, the habitus of the color line entails daily boundary work of 

cordoning off, cohering, and reinforcing notions of categorical difference between selves 

and others. Boundaries, racial attitudes, tacit knowledge, and instinctual habits are 

embodied and learned, producing and reproducing difference for capital accumulation. 

Moving away from the mall, I explore how Chinese migrants interact with Johannesburg, 

bringing discourses of race and development to bear on the African metropolis. 
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Racializing Yuehanneisibao 

City of Disorder 

In July 2014 Beijing-based Chinese Central Television (CCTV) with sponsor Mercedes 

Benz produced a series of short documentary videos about overseas Chinese in 

Johannesburg – Yuebao, short for Yuehanneisibao – that circulated on the video-hosting 

website Youku. The morning the camera crew and journalists arrived in Johannesburg, a 

heist at a Chinese owned blanket factory happened to occur, an inside job of ten gunmen 

who critically injured one person and took hundreds of thousands in cash in the short 

duration of twenty minutes. Within the genre of a crime investigation (anfa) video, after 

the police documented the crime scene, a Chinese witness guided Chinatown leaders 

through the ransacked factory, while the camera crew took close-ups of floorboards that 

once hid money, emptied out steel vaults, kicked in doors, pools of blood, and objects used 

for bludgeoning. Also shown were the safeguards that failed that day: armed security 

personnel, guard dogs, and razor wire along the factory’s perimeter. While these “fortified 

enclaves” are not unusual in Johannesburg, the scenarios that Chinese traders encounter 

and their security practices are particular to cash-based wholesaling. 

The CCTV film is only one among many short Chinese-produced virally circulated 

videos about crime in South Africa; it attests to the preoccupation with public security and 

safety (zhi’an) and provides a glimpse into how Chinese migrants experienced and 

envisaged Johannesburg as a place of opportunity and danger, in essence, a frontier. CCTV 

begins with an aerial shot of the Ponte building in the Central Business District (CBD) and 

opens with “There is a common saying, ‘If a Chinese has lived in South Africa over a year 

and has not been robbed, then he has not truly lived in South Africa.’” With the factory 
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owner in critical condition, a Chinese Embassy counselor makes an appearance at the 

hospital and remarks on the person’s luck in avoiding death, a statement that emphasizes 

the vulnerability of migrants in South Africa. In attempting to “show how South Africa is 

really like,” the film depicts the city as a simultaneously developed and underdeveloped 

place, showcasing the CBD’s skyscrapers while driving through industrial yards and 

informal settlements. The tour is set to a metal soundtrack that creates a sense of harrowing 

adventure as the reporters drive through the city in the safety of their Mercedes Benz. 

Throughout the film, scenic aerial shots of the city are juxtaposed with original and 

stock images of black male bodies in public space, specifically men crowded on the street, 

sitting on street corners, holding AK-47s, or facing off with the police. Using the black 

male body to signify danger, the film represents Johannesburg as an “urban danger zone”— 

“the interstitial spaces of degradation, with their broken-down infrastructure, scarce social 

amenities, and restricted opportunities for escape.”35 The CCTV reporters refer to 

Johannesburg as a “big city like other big cities” and a “beautiful city,” but also a “city that 

trembles with fear,” “crime city,” and “dangerous city.” In the film’s closing, it shows 

images of Cyrildene Chinatown, while commenting that 300,000 have arrived in pursuit of 

mythical gold and pay a price for their entrepreneurial ambition. The reporter asks, “Is 

Johannesburg paradise?” before answering, “For them [criminals], it is, but for us 

newcomers, I think heaven and hell are one step away from each other.”36 

                                                   
35 Murray extends Saskia Sassen’s term. Martin J. Murray. City of Extremes: The Spatial Politics of 
Johannesburg (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2011), 2. 
36 CCTV, “南非 中国人突遇毛毯厂劫案 高清” (“South African Chinese People Suddenly Encountered 
Maotan Chang Robbery”), July 25, 2014, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KXjh68 
8i5DA&from=singlemessage&isappinstalled=0&app=desktop (accessed June 1, 2015). 
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The film successfully captures a dominant narrative I heard among Chinese 

migrants about Johannesburg’s simultaneous promise and peril. A trader put it, “The 

opportunity to make money is great, but you pay with your life.” Specific to markets for 

low-cost goods and a cash economy, there is a direct correlation between profitability and 

vulnerability: among the most successful traders, the larger volume of business and cash 

turnover, the bigger the risk of armed robbery; as undiscovered markets are the most 

promising, the more isolated traders are in a remote location, the higher the likelihood for 

being targeted for robbery. As Chinese traders see themselves, they are innocent, 

hardworking Chinese entrepreneurs in the backwards, disorderly metropolis of 

Johannesburg, and at the mercy of Africans. This narrative of Chinese vulnerability, black 

criminality, and development shape how Chinese migrants understand race. 

The representation of Johannesburg in the CCTV video resonates with the most 

common descriptions among Chinese traders: Johannesburg is a city of disorder (Yuebao 

hen luan), Johannesburg is not safe (Yuebao bu anquan), public security is poor (zhi’ian 

bu hao), and armed robbery (qiangjie) is frequent. In my numerous conversations over the 

years, Chinese migrants rarely had anything positive to say about the city. Crime dominated 

their perceptions. Crime incidents, from petty theft to armed robbery, were the stuff of 

everyday parlance. The exchange rate and the number of Chinese who had died in South 

Africa that calendar year were metrics of quality of life in Johannesburg and invoked as 

commonly as a weather forecast. Photos of crime scenes, surveillance video footage, 

accounts of crime, mugshots, and local warnings circulated on WeChat and local news sites 

like Nanfei 365. Criminals are solely conceived as black, even though perpetrators are 
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black, white, and also Chinese. Criminals are also racialized and masculinized through the 

figure of the male gangster, or tsotsi, in South Africa. 

Alongside talking about their collective vulnerability and fear, Chinese migrants 

lambast the local police over failing to protect them or pursue assailants and express 

frustration with the Chinese Embassy’s indifference toward the day-to-day safety of its 

ordinary citizens except in the case of death. The predominately black street-level South 

African police is seen as greedy and corrupt, derided as “gangsters in uniform” in the 

CCTV film, and thus as much part of the crime problem as the perpetrators themselves. To 

Chinese migrants, the police are the everyday face of a government incapable of enacting 

law and order in a developing country. While the term disorder (luan) does not necessarily 

have a racial meaning, its usage in Johannesburg conflates urban chaos with black 

criminality in multiple registers: when migrants say that “Johannesburg is disorderly” 

(Yuebao hen luan), they reinforce representations of black criminality and urban chaos and 

also reference the dysfunction of the local South African state, imbuing the term with the 

meaning of backwardness (luohou) associated with the failed or weak states of developing 

countries. These imaginaries of Johannesburg bring together discourses of development 

and crime and direct how they move through the city as a racialized space. 

 
The Securitization of Everyday Life 

Chinese migrants conjure a distinct racialized geography of Johannesburg comprised of 

pockets around the city they deem dangerous. Representations of black criminality produce 

Johannesburg as a geography of racialized space with zones of safety and crime and urban 

edges in between: the safety of the patrolled China Mall or Derrick Avenue, the edges of 
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entrances demarcating where the patrol area stop, the enclosure of a private home, the 

barrier of a car window, and above all, the danger of “town” (Map 1). Simply called “town” 

in English, town is a no-go zone that loosely means the greater CBD; in the absence 

geographic specificity, its referent is black bodies in public space. Beyond the relative 

safety of patrolled Chinatown, China Malls, and other destinations few and far between, 

the rest of the city was unknown, a dangerous frontier. Racialized perceptions of danger 

underpin a host of built environments and security practices that reach every aspect of daily 

life at the China Mall or at home in Chinatown.  

The intensity of security in Cyrildene and China Malls is similar to but also peculiar 

from the geography of Johannesburg’s “architecture of fear.”37 The built environment is 

organized around enclosure, a sealing off of the inside from out. Buildings in Cyrildene’s 

Chinatown are protected with razor wire, wire netting, spiked palisade fences, and 

boundary walls. Driveways are gated while windows are reinforced with iron bars. In 

recent years, a private security company began stationing on elevated chairs along the street 

and switched to armed response patrol cars circling Derrick Avenue and its immediate 

vicinity at all hours of the day. The private security presence in Cyrildene is similar to 

Johannesburg’s suburban “fortified enclaves,” but rather than for individuals, it is 

organized for a community that imagines itself as a besieged ethnic enclave. 

 

                                                   
37 See Lindsay Bremner, Writing the City into Being: Essays on Johannesburg, 1998-2008 (Johannesburg: 
Fourth Wall Books, 2010), 180-186, 221, 227. 
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Figure 4.1 Top and bottom left: Gates, walls, and razor wire at Chinatown’s residences; bottom 
right: palisade and electric fencing at a China Mall. 
 

Additionally, at China Malls, security is hypervisible. China City, like other China 

Malls, is a completely walled and gated structure; concrete boundary walls, double stacked 

shipping containers, palisade fences fitted with razor wire, and two iron gates envelope the 

mall’s perimeter. Camouflage clad security guards, some armed, station at every entrance 

and watchtowers while also patrolling the mall. A distinct feature of China Malls, the China 

City flat for Chinese tenants exemplifies the “fortified enclave.” As Teresa Caldeira 

describes in Brazil, a fortified enclave is a socially homogenous, physically isolated, 

monitored private residential and commercial space for middle and upper classes. Based in 

fear of violent crime the fortified enclave is “physically isolated by walls or empty spaces 
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or other design devices…turned inwards and not to the street” and is “controlled by armed 

guards and security systems which enforce rules of inclusion and exclusion.”38 

 

  
Figure 4.2 China City’s flats from the outside, entrance by biometric fingerprint verification. 

 

At the China City flat, a security guard controls access to the building through an 

outside gate; inside, a turnstile connected to a biometric fingerprint reader is another 

checkpoint. Only Chinese traders and workers are allowed to live there, and as such, 

security guards refer to them as the “Chinese flats.” Advertisements for purchasing or 

renting flats are exclusively written in Mandarin and Chinese managers act as gatekeepers. 

Although Indian and Pakistani tenants might benefit in terms of safety and convenience, 

they are shut out from living there. At China City, Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani traders 

maintain amicable relationships with their neighbors but do not substantially socially mix 

because of differences in language, culture, and religion and historical and present day 

                                                   
38 Teresa Caldeira, “Fortified Enclaves: The New Urban Segregation,” Public Culture 8 (1996): 308. 
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geopolitical tensions between China, India, and Pakistan.39 They live in distinct migrant 

neighborhoods, Indian and Pakistani traders in Fordsburg and Mayfair while Chinese in 

Cyrildene. Even as traders are amicable across racial, ethnic, and national lines on the 

surface, residential separations are replicated at the mall flat, and not only because of 

cultural difference. One Chinese resident explained, Pakistani and Indian traders would be 

able to access details about Chinese traders’ businesses and lives, and because they are 

believed to have more open affiliations with black South Africans and Africans, they might 

disturb the racial homogeneity of the living space. With non-Chinese guests unofficially 

prohibited, the flat exemplifies a “fortified space” in Johannesburg where “one could 

ensure that those with whom one came into daily contact would be more or less the same 

as oneself and that anyone unknown or different could be shut out” and “strangeness was 

criminalized and the terrifying possibility of casual encounter eradicated.”40 To summarize, 

Chinese migrants’ practices of security and built environments of exclusion attest to how 

anti-blackness is fully embedded in the most mundane aspects of everyday life. The kinds 

of crime Chinese migrants envision are not only crimes of opportunity in the city, but as 

the remainder of this chapter explores, crimes committed by those closest to them at work. 

 
Black Criminality and Chinese Surveillance at the China Mall 

The Color Line’s Flashpoints 

The month of May 2015 was punctuated with high-profile robberies and violence. By the 

end of the month, the total number of annual fatalities of Chinese nationals in South Africa, 

                                                   
39 A South African born Indian trader at China City stated, “the Chinese and the Pakistanis seem to have a 
good vibe. They seem to have a good relationship. As far as the Indian go, his relationship with the Chinese 
is distant because of the political situation between India and China.” 
40 Bremner, 181. 
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a number that migrants closely monitored, was up to ten. Near China City, a Taiwanese 

man was wounded in critical condition after being shot on the M2 highway, the main route 

between China Malls and Chinatown. A trader leaving China City was hijacked at a traffic 

stoplight and lost 2 million rand in cash; text messages later discovered incriminated a 

Malawian employee of nine years. At the end of the month when cash was flush, four 

masked men gunned down a Chinese trader from another China Mall near the M2 highway. 

The highly efficient professional inside job went viral on Chinese social media because a 

dashboard camera captured the entire event, leading to a surge in the use of dashboard 

cameras. In New Castle, 150 miles from Johannesburg, a Fujianese factory owner and his 

driver were hijacked and killed, and later another Fujianese factory owner was robbed and 

killed by a South African employee while collecting his salary. In recent years in New 

Castle, hostility between Chinese factory owners, South African workers, and labor unions 

have led to an increase in robberies of Chinese migration.  

At China City, the death of a tenant is a frequent enough occurrence to warrant 

tasking one of the managers with the grim job of contacting family members and the 

Chinese Embassy, arranging funerals, closing shops, and settling payments. Joss paper, 

paper “hell bank” money, is readily available at grocery stores at China City and in 

Chinatown. The recently deceased are present in the sensational stories others told about 

them. The shops they leave behind become the responsibility of family members, the 

apartments they once occupied, now tainted with superstition, remain empty. Among 

Chinese traders, the stories that stick the most are of Chinese bosses who are murdered by 

African employees. 
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One morning in May 2015 a woman from Zhejiang province was found strangled 

to death in her shop at China City, the register empty and her body rolled up in a bolt of 

fabric. The suspects were two male Malawian shop workers, one new and one an employee 

of six years. The story was perplexing in ways more than one: the methodical plotting of a 

murder rather than only a robbery, the dreadful slowness and violent intimacy of 

strangulation, the deliberate wrapping of her body in the very commodity she imported and 

the shop workers handled. In the weeks to come, various powers at be attempted to redress 

the situation. The Chinese Embassy in South Africa collaborated with the police in Malawi 

to put out an arrest warrant for the alleged assailants, while behind closed doors, 

management and security reviewed what went wrong. The same week, her bereaved 

husband flew back from China for the funeral service, which was held early in the morning 

so the many acquaintances she made over the decade could attend before opening their 

shops. Meanwhile, the story was the talk of the mall, and the narratives are illuminating. 

Her death was discomfiting to Chinese traders because it reminded them of their own 

mortality, and the most implausible scenario conjured by the most paranoid actualized. As 

exceptional as these stories are, they are flashpoints for when labor relations ruptured and 

bring out powerful narratives about crime, labor, and race.  

The story ossified stereotypes about the ruthless criminality of African shop 

workers. As it went, for the long-term employee to kill her after six years of employment, 

a job he should have been grateful for, attested to his lack of moral character and savagery. 

Lao Cheng, one of her acquaintances, as if he were an eyewitness, narrated the events to 

me: the light switch was in the back of the shop, she opened an hour earlier than most other 

traders, and her husband was in China. Alone in the dark with no one around, the two 
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ambushed her from behind. Nested inside these speculations was a series of prescriptions 

to avoid such a fate: be extra careful at the beginning of the month, don’t open early or 

alone, don’t keep the main light switch in the back, and above all, be hypervigilant of 

African shop workers. A few traders whispered that she was an unfeminine tomboy 

(nanrenpo) and too harsh (tai xiong) toward the shop workers, turning her into a cautionary 

tale of the dangers of excessive passion and breaking gender norms. 

Most unsettling to traders was the characterization of the murder as a revenge 

killing (chousha), making them even more distrustful of their employees. In contrast, 

among many underpaid and overworked Zimbabwean and Malawian shop workers, the 

exuberance of revenge was unspeakable yet palpable. I heard it in the uptick in Marcus’s 

pitch when he asked me, with a grin, “Did you hear? Did you hear?!” after the news broke. 

The violence was not condemned but not entirely indefensible; what happened was merely 

the tip of an iceberg of collective resentment that tapped into a fantasy of revenge. In South 

Africa, there is historical precedence for workers’ revenge. Just as the trader’s body was 

wrapped in the commodity she sold, Keith Breckenridge documents on the mines: 

The most obvious is that migrants, far from perceiving themselves as the 
helpless victims of white violence, relished the capacity for exuberant 
retaliation…we see in this account the symbolic and performative 
interpenetration of violence and work that was characteristic of the social 
world underground. It was no accident that Sodlala chose to use ijombolo –  
the drill stick – to work on his adversary.41 
 

The story became mythology not because it was an exceptional event as I initially thought, 

but because it was the extreme actualization of the everyday tensions of the color line. The 

intimacies of the color line encompass sentiments and desires, and also “ressentiments and 

                                                   
41 Keith Breckenridge, “The Allure of Violence: Men, Race and Masculinity on the South African Goldmines, 
1900–1950,” Journal of Southern African Studies 24, no. 44 (1998): 692, emphasis original. 
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their virulent expression.”42 In the trader’s death, the material inequalities and labor 

relations of the color line are inextricable from its violent rupture. 

Within the daily conversation about crime, the more violent, the more they talk 

about it. Death preoccupies many Chinese traders’ imaginations and is a central force in 

sticking fear and anxiety to black bodies and the making of anxious Chinese selves. 

However rare, death is an affective and psychic force and central to the imagining of crime. 

When I asked Sarah about her strongest memory in South Africa, she recounted, “when I 

was working for someone else, a black person [heiren] came to knock on our window. It 

looked like he had a gun.” Although nothing transpired, she said, “but I’m scared because 

I always hear of Chinese dying.” Fear of death has tangible effects in how Chinese traders 

live in a state of hypervigilance and closely monitor African shop workers. However, 

during my fieldwork, there was something remiss about how Chinese represented crime as 

always violent and committed by an African shop worker, and the reality that the majority 

of crime was petty shoplifting. I struggled to square this disjuncture with the reversal of 

structural power relations as Chinese employers became the victims of African shop 

employees when they talked about crime. What does crime proxy, and what is the 

relationship between crime, real or imagined, and the labor relations of the color line?  

 
The Inside Job: Criminalizing African Workers 

Any given month several Chinese traders are harmed or killed in armed robberies, inside 

jobs perpetrated by employees with inside knowledge and outside tsotsis. For instance, the 

CCTV film told a story about an inside job, as those visiting the crime scene wondered 

                                                   
42 Ann Laura Stoler, “Matters of Intimacy as Matters of State: A Response,” The Journal of American History 
88, no. 3 (2001): 893. 
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how else the assailants happened to come on the day of a cash pick-up and completed the 

heist in only twenty minutes. Beyond knowing the layout of the premises, they knew the 

exact locations of where cash was hidden, for instance, inside a secret compartment, 

beneath the floorboard, under a layer of carpet, and under the bed. The factory manager 

explained that they had sealed the office and living area off from African workers for over 

eight months and suspected that the security guards may have been the leak. 

While stealing is a commonplace betrayal and minor infraction, the fear of the 

inside job, specifically committed by long-term male workers, and the gravity of death 

preoccupy the Chinese trader imagination. The most extraordinary heists are only possible 

through detailed inside information: the timing and amount of cash drops, the scope of 

security cameras, car models and license plates, exact routes home, the location of gates 

and robots, and so forth. Paradoxically, long-term workers are the most knowledgeable and 

efficient workers, and also the most bitter and intimately familiar with the most minute 

movements. As Jenny’s reliance on Julius and Alice exemplified, if Chinese bosses keep a 

revolving door of shop workers deemed disposable, they need a few long-term workers to 

anchor the shop’s operations. The fraught dynamic of proximity, intimacy, fear, and 

dependency is an important part of the affective dimensions of the color line, and also an 

inevitable part of the labor system at China City’s shops. Baba, a security guard, imparted, 

“Malawi boys, the shop workers, if they work for you, even twenty years...you sleep one 

second, Malawi people can do that, maybe it is 1,000 [Rand], they are watching you every 

day [for] five years, six years, 1,000. One day they will take the 1,000 and they don’t care... 

they will kill for 1,000.” In these imaginaries, the looming fear around small infractions of 
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stealing is animated by, and often conflated with, the inside job orchestrated by the long-

term worker.  

To prevent inside jobs from occurring, Chinese bosses try to tightly control 

information about cash sales and movements. As I observed, they displayed monetary 

amounts on calculators and used Mandarin to obfuscate how much cash was expected and 

when on large wholesale orders, even though shop workers, who knew the prices and 

packed the orders, easily knew which orders were lucrative. It was common practice to 

never pick up stock and drop off cash on the same trip, but to separate them by a few days 

or use a wire transfer instead of cash whenever possible. Similarly, Chinese workers 

making cash pick-ups would feign that they were delivering or picking-up stock to thwart 

anyone watching from knowing cash is to be exchanged. Although they could transport 

cash in a vehicle on their own, in order to maintain the facade of making a cashless delivery, 

they would take an empty truck with a driver to pick-up cash. As Chinese drivers usually 

accompanied African drivers to pick-up or deliver, one Chinese wholesaler who was 

turning over containers weekly hired a Pakistani driver to drive alone in order to throw off 

the pattern. 

The precautions traders took were numerous. Anxious Chinese bosses controlled 

the circulation of objects that doubled as weapons, safeguarding scissors and tools behind 

counters. For example, once when Julius was returning a stapler, Jenny demanded that he 

bring her the papers he had just stapled in order to prove that he did not borrow it for an 

ulterior purpose. Joe forbade Sarah from going upstairs to the storage area with the male 

shop worker if he was not also downstairs. Sometimes shop workers stayed in the shop 

overnight and broke through the dry wall between shops to steal from each one. Out of fear 
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someone could be inside, one trader never opened before his neighbors did. Thus, fear of 

the inside job permeates the everyday culture of work as Chinese traders are extra defensive 

about their surroundings and relations with workers. As the risk of revenge is woven into 

the nature of labor exploitation, paranoia stems from the real possibility that the worst fate 

can happen to anyone. Crime is a capacious term open to slippages and conflations, which 

makes it feel ever present and dangerous. I eventually came to realize that the shop 

worker’s petty theft, the small-scale pilfering I discussed in the previous chapter, and the 

long-time worker’s inside job, are two distinct types of crime in degree of violence and 

frequency. As different as they are, they are both abstracted into “crime” as the ubiquity of 

the former collapses into the severity of the latter. 

African shop workers were acutely attuned to their criminalization as a group. 

Whereas Chinese workers’ actions never reflect on all Chinese workers, this was not the 

case with African shop workers. Marcus described how Chinese viewed Africans: 

You know when one fish is rotten in the pond, all the fish are rotten. And a 
black person, when a Malawian person steal from the Chinese, they say all 
of them are thieves. But they don’t even reach going to see those different 
people, like how they act, how they work. They go and see other 
peoples...like this one is good and attentive, always comes at a good time, 
is hygienic, is good, always dress good. We need someone who is smart and 
can attend to the customers. 
 

Additionally, Anita remarked about Chinese bosses, “if they see a black person, they just 

think, this one, stealing, even if we don’t steal.” Stealing is a direct result of the low-wages, 

not race, as she said, “they need us...they know these people will steal from them because 

they are not giving us enough money.” After Wang Da Ge installed security cameras Anita 

conveyed that their purpose was to monitor workers, not customers, asserting, “I’m telling 

you, the cameras they put them there for us, for workers, so they can see...they don’t really 
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trust us.” Instead of remedying the root cause of these inside jobs – poor working conditions 

and low-wages – Chinese traders criminalize African workers, worsening labor relations. 

African shop workers are also keen on the racialized discrepancies of 

criminalization. On different occasions, Alice commented that “black people steal small, 

but Chinese people steal big.” If African shop workers pilfer goods from the warehouse or 

shelf, Chinese dip into the cash drawer or go for the entire container. Security guards shared 

multiple instances of Chinese workers bringing a truck in the night to steal the entire 

container. On one occasion, one trader who sponsored a worker’s visa to South Africa and 

provided a room in their flat found that the worker had stolen the entire container, all of 

the money in the house, and sold the car before fleeing to China. Although Jenny intensely 

distrusted and monitored African employees, she disclosed that one must pay the most 

attention to your own Chinese (ziji de zhongguoren). She used the phrase “hands and feet 

unclean” (shou jiao ganjing bu ganjing) to describe Chinese workers, estimating that 90 

percent of armed robberies were orchestrated by Chinese workers.  

Criminal acts committed by Chinese workers, although often far more egregious in 

consequence, were illegible in racial discourses about crime that equated blackness with 

criminality. Chinese workers who stole were exceptions to the rule, relegated to gossip and 

whispers. Their transgressions were never attributed to race; rather they were seen 

individually as a person of a “bad heart” or “low quality.” In contrast, criminality and 

blackness are equated as the perpetrator of any crime is always presumed to be black. 

Chinese migrants talked about crime without uttering black; blackness was implicit in 

talking about disorder (luan) or poor public safety (zhi’an). Like racist colorblind 

discourses that make no explicit reference to race, discourses of crime are about race. As 
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such, crime refered to more than robberies, hijackings, and petty stealing; it reified race. 

Chinese imaginaries of crime hinge on an abstract black criminal embodied in the African 

shop worker or outside criminal (tsotsi), two ubiquitous figures who sublimate fears around 

Chinese workers or acquaintances. Hence, crime cannot be taken at face value. It marks 

black bodies as criminal while exempting Chinese bodies, which contributes to the 

construction of racial difference between black and Chinese. 

The relation of crime to the color line is significant as Chinese bosses invert the 

power relationship with African shop workers, imagining themselves vulnerable to violent 

crime and the victims of racialized violence as they are targeted for robberies, rather than 

understanding their role in perpetrating racial inequality through the color line. Chinese 

traders disregard black life through unlivable wages and working conditions, which in turn 

becomes the impetus to steal, or in more extreme cases, to orchestrate an inside job. This 

inversion extricates Chinese migrants from racism, as they become victims rather than 

agents, and exemplifies one of Yinghong Chen’s key insights: “Chinese are racially 

supersensitive and superinsensitive at the same time. The paradox continues a history with 

China as a victim of foreign racism while denying its own racism.”43 Chinese anti-black 

racism negates itself and flips the relations of power. These contradictions of crime are 

reproduced in the discrepant surveillance of African and Chinese workers.  

 
The Surveillance Apparatus 

Discrepant practices in surveillance and the racialization of crime at China City also 

produce the color line in everyday practice, which African shop workers are also attuned 

                                                   
43 Yinghong Cheng, “From Campus Racism to Cyber Racism: Discourse of Race and Chinese Nationalism,” 
The China Quarterly (2011): 575. 
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to. Although Chinese workers present a larger risk than African shop workers to Chinese 

traders, African and Chinese workers are surveilled to vastly different degrees, as Alice 

said to me, “Because we’re black and you’re Chinese.” More than a “micro-physics of 

power” and technology for producing disciplined subjects, surveillance draws on racial 

imaginaries and has racializing effects in marking bodies. In Dark Matters, Simone 

Browne theorizes surveillance as a particular form of racialized looking. Racializing 

surveillance, she defines, “signals those moments when enactments of surveillance reify 

boundaries, borders, and bodies along racial lines, and where the outcome is often 

discriminatory treatment of those who are negatively racialized by such surveillance.” 

Surveillance practices reify race through the hypervisibility and ardent monitoring of 

African shop workers, in contrast to the invisibility and differential monitoring of Chinese 

workers, which cohere each as a racial population. Criminalization of these racial groups 

do not exist apriori but must be produced through everyday visual practice. Differential 

monitoring practices of black and Chinese bodies reinforce how traders imagine criminality 

as linked to blackness. 

Surveillance and the difference in visibility within discourses of crime suggest the 

visual as a key medium for the daily production of racial difference. As Fleetwood 

theorizes, blackness participates in racialized visual fields that renders racial subjects, that 

is, “how we come to know what we know, particularly about the black body and the 

meanings that get attached to and circulate around it.” Furthermore, Butler by way of 

Fleetwood writes, “The visual field is not neutral to the question of race; it is itself a racial 

formation, an episteme, hegemonic and forceful.” Surveillance is by and large mediated 

through cameras and photographs that codify racial ways of seeing, which is learned as 
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part of the habitus of the color line. Watching multiple camera feeds at once and cultivating 

hyper-awareness took time and practice. Evident in the racializing and panoptic gaze of 

Chinese traders, practices of looking mark the body in in gendered ways that make black 

corporeality, particularly that of the black men, hypervisible and subject to intense scrutiny. 

In May 2015, Jenny demanded Lois, one of the newer workers, take off his hoodie and 

stand against the wall. In case he stole, or worse, she would have a recent photo and copy 

of his passport to provide law enforcement or circulate on social media like a mugshot or 

wanted poster. The impetus to take the photo reveals the anticipatory anxiety that figures 

African shop workers as always already criminal and underscores the visuality of the black 

body in the construction of the criminal. 

As surveillance is a decentralized technology comprised of “a whole set of 

instruments, techniques, levels of application, targets,” the disciplinary gaze is 

decentralized and multiple. It is always present, a form of panoptic power whereby the 

employees are acutely aware of being watched.44 When I worked for Jenny, she kept an 

eye on her workers through her sixteen surveillance cameras. Similar to the vantage point 

of the watchtower, she observed from the elevated perch at the counter, or other times when 

I was at the counter, stood in the aisle with her hands in her pockets, holding her petite 

body in an aggressive wide stance. Alice told me that sometimes Jenny would leave and 

come back unannounced a few minutes later, or sneakily peak inside from the back window 

to check that everything was running in accordance during her absence. The element of 

surprise reminded workers, Chinese and African, that she could return at any moment.  

                                                   
44 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1977), 139, 175, 215 
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Figure 4.3 Security camera feeds at a shop and China City’s control room. 

 

The enlistment of neighbors is also part of the security apparatus. On many 

occasions, Chinese traders, especially those running shops alone, asked me to watch their 

shops when they needed to deliver stock or use the bathroom. “Please watch my shop” was 

an act of trust based on race. My availability to watch other people’s shops solidified my 

membership among Chinese traders; they trusted me with their property, even for only five 

minutes. These expected and practiced racial loyalties are part of the everyday culture of 

drawing and cementing racial boundaries among Chinese traders, forming a social bond 

through the surveillance of African shop workers. Enmeshed with fear and anxiety, 

discourses of criminality construct the African worker as criminal, and by monitoring the 

black body, surveillance reifies Chineseness and blackness.  

 
Conclusion 

Chinese anti-black racism is the central dynamic and relation of the color line. It dominates 

the relational production of Chinese and black difference for capital accumulation. The 

color line and its constitutive racial categories of Chinese and black are not preexisting nor 

fixed but are produced out of the boundary-making activities that construct these categories 
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in relation to one another. Transnational and historic discourses about race, civilization, 

and blackness construct Chinese as superior to Africans, who are viewed as not fully 

human, while Chinese are smarter, more civilized, and more industrious – higher in a global 

racial hierarchy – which naturalize the inequalities of Chinese racial capitalism.  

Chinese anti-black racism is given meaning, affirmed, and reinforced through 

mundane practices, tacit knowledge, embodied habitus, and affective economies of fear 

and anxiety as they stick to blackness. In the everyday social and psychic encounters 

between Chinese and African subjects, racial domination and subordination are scripted, 

learned, and resisted. Of the many facets of everyday practice, crime is a site where 

affective economies of fear and anxiety drive racialization, while surveillance reifies race 

through discrepant degrees of monitoring. Even as racial differences between “Chinese” 

and “black” are deeply ingrained in the social relations of the mall, difference is in need of 

constant reproduction. In my account, I have left out the role of gender and sexuality in 

shaping racial formations. The next chapter turns to racial formations as they intersect with 

gender and sexuality and surface in intimate and domestic life. The daily proximities and 

intimacies lay bare the inherently porous and fragile color line. 
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Chapter 6 

Intimacy Across the Color Line: Race and the Management of Desire 

 

Published in 2014, journalist Howard French’s China’s Second Continent: How a Million 

Migrants Are Building a New Empire in Africa delivered a long-awaited view from the 

ground that enjoyed commercial success and widespread acclaim. Successful in large part 

because of the palatability of its argument for Western readers, the titles of reviews – “The 

Settlers” and “The Chinese Invade Africa” – in The New York Times and the New York 

Review of Books are case in point. The argument about empire is partially accomplished 

by invoking the familiar trope of settlers, conquest, and sexuality. As the NYRB reviews: 

One of French’s most colorful chapters is set in Mozambique, where he 
finds a Chinese pioneer farmer named Hao who is determined not only to 
build a homestead, but to start a clan that will be part of the country’s 
economic takeoff. He has brought over two sons whom he wants to set up 
with local women. Hao hopes they will marry, procreate, and establish a 
clan of economic titans with vast holdings of land that can only be dreamed 
of in overcrowded, highly regulated China.1 
 

French successfully captured something crucial to the “China-in-Africa” story that has 

eluded China-Africa Studies, the sexual politics of Sino-African relations. 

Toward the end of the first chapter featuring Hao, French clinches his empire 

argument. After characterizing overseas Chinese as the twenty-first century version of the 

Ugly American, French shares Hao’s crude observations: “The women here are too black. 

Actually they are different colors, different shades of black, but to us they are all dark.” 

                                                
1 Ian Johnson, “The Chinese Invade Africa,” The New York Review of Books, September 25, 2014, 
http://www.nybooks.com.ezp2.lib.umn.edu/articles/2014/09/25/chinese-invade-africa/ (accessed June 28, 
2017); Alexis Okeowo, “The Settlers: ‘China’s Second Continent,’ by Howard W. French,” The New York 
Times, July 10, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/13/books/review/chinas-second-continent-
byhoward-w-french.html?mcubz=0&_r=0 (accessed June 28, 2017). 
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Hao’s vulgar comments about sex with local women appear on the penultimate page: “With 

Chinese women you have to caress her first, get her in the mood, you know; produce 

water…The ones here are not like that. You just make love to them right away.”2 These 

remarks are juxtaposed with Hao’s assessment of the weedy but fertile land, not American 

“virgin land,” but the untamed colonial ruins of Portuguese rule to be transformed by 

Chinese agricultural industriousness. In this tale of the “foul-mouthed farmer’s” rapacious 

desire for women and land, sex is an allegory for empire, and ordinary Chinese migrants 

are twice cast as neocolonial pioneers, the new Americans and the new Portuguese. 

 While sex disappears after the memorable opening chapter, it is the subject of 

Kenyan artist Michael Soi’s China Loves Africa, a series of satiric paintings created in 

2012-13 that depicts Sino-African relations as “a type of economic re-colonisation.”3 These 

numerous works depict sexual scenes laden with asymmetrical power relations between 

Chinese and African businessmen and state actors, caricatured with exaggerated facial 

features and bodily curves. As Soi has referred to China as Africa’s “sugar daddy,” China 

Loves Africa 15 is set in a strip club, intimating that beneath the diplomatic rhetoric of love 

lies the transactional exchange of commodities. A faceless dancer’s buttocks, legs, and 

knee-high boots run down the painting’s center. Suit-clad Chinese businessmen salaciously 

stare at the dancer, their mouths agape and teeth clenched, while African male servers, 

looking away, offer bottles of the iconic Kenyan beer Tusker, a national commodity.  

                                                
2 Howard French, China’s Second Continent: How a Million Migrants Are Building a New Empire in Africa 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014), 11, 36-37, 40, 151.  
3 Remi, “Michael Soi’s ‘China Loves Africa’ Paintings,” Okay Africa International Edition, January 30, 2014, 
http://www.okayafrica.com/culture-2/art/michael-soi-china-loves-africa/ (accessed May 4, 2017). 
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Making a similar point, African Union’s Seduction Ritual depicts diplomatic courting as 

sexual competition in showing ten undressed African men in bed beneath the sweet guise 

of a heart-patterned blanket. They all reach for the sole Chinese woman in lingerie on top 

of them, representing promise and scarcity. China Loves Africa 8 presents yet another 

bedroom scene, this time featuring two Chinese men tucked under the same heart-patterned 

covers with five African women, beer bottles scattered around the room. The scene 

dramatizes the unevenness of relations of power through the outnumbering Chinese men 

to African women and questioning the consenting nature of the acts. In these images of 

Chinese and African state and economic actors, Soi allegorizes Sino-African relations as 

coerced sex while sexual non-normativity conveys corruption as perversion. 

 

  
 

 
 

Figure 6.1 Michael Soi, China Loves Africa 15, African Union’s Seduction Ritual, China Loves 
Africa 8. Acrylics, mixed media on canvas, 2012-13. Images reproduced from Remi, “Michael Soi’s 
‘China Loves Africa’ Paintings,” Okay Africa International Edition, January 30, 2014. 
 
While French and Soi deploy phallocentric metaphors of Sino-African relations as 

a one-way coercive penetration, scholars also often frame these relations as “China-in-

Africa.” These narratives replicate globalization’s “rape script” whereby global capital 
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invades passive, empty, open bodies, in search of new markets or “virgin territory.”4 In this 

variation, global Chinese capital invades the passive local body of Africa, whether the 

penetration of Chinese traders and goods into African markets, the erection of mega-

infrastructures across the continent, and the extraction of oil and minerals from feminized 

land.5 Sexuality is rarely the subject of China-Africa scholarship, dismissed as 

“noneconomic,” relegated to the domain of journalism or subsumed under gender. Cultural 

texts such as French’s and Soi’s work foreground sexuality, and in turn, dramatize, 

exaggerate, or satirize the globalization rape script that goes unquestioned in many 

scholarly narratives. However, a “dense transfer point” of power, sexuality and its related 

domain of the intimate form a productive analytical lens for apprehending power, 

subjectivity, and the production of difference in Sino-African relations. 

Toward locating sexuality in Sino-African relations, this chapter explores the 

manifold forms of interracial intimacy – real, imagined, and refused – that accompany the 

color line at China City and in Chinatown. By reading the everyday work and domestic 

spaces of China City and Chinatown for intimate life, I aim to theorize how gender, 

sexuality, desire, and power mediate everyday encounters between Chinese and African 

subjects. Sexuality is a key part of the story of the Sino-African color line, as I argue that 

its constitutive racial categories of Chinese and black and its relations of power are in part 

reproduced and contested through sexual politics. More broadly, the intimacies of racial 

                                                
4 J.K. Gibson-Graham, The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It): A Feminist Critique of Political Economy 
(Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2006 [1996]), 124-25. 
5 Nina Sylvanus makes the observation that “Macrolevel analysis, however, tends to overlook the more 
intimate encounters—real or imagined—between ‘China’ and ‘Africa.’ Numerous edited volumes and 
monographs tend to represent this trade as an invasion of a foreign economic structure into the passive body 
of Africa.” Nina Sylvanus, “Chinese Devils, the Global Market, and the Declining Power of Togo’s Nana-
Benzes,” African Studies Review 56, no. 1 (2013): 67. 
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capitalism mediates the macro and micro politics of the color line. Intimate life is crucial 

to maintaining the color line and its racial categories, while transgression becomes a 

moment of racial capitalism’s rupture. This chapter scrutinizes the line itself as intimate 

encounters across the color line reveal its arbitrariness, fragility, and porosity. 

Building on Chapters 4 and 5, this chapter’s key arguments and theoretical 

contributions link the macropolities and microphysics of racial capitalism. On a macro 

level, the color line of Sino-African labor relations separates distinct bodies of 

accumulation – those of Chinese traders and African laborers – in a racialized value system 

and relies on a distinct social boundary between Chinese and Africans that needs constant 

reproduction on the micro level of habitus. Organized around a logic of segregation, or 

non-intimacies, managing the actual intimate proximity of individual racial bodies in the 

workplace and the distinct physical and social distance between them is crucial to 

upholding the color line at China City. At the same time, physical proximities, quotidian 

encounters, intimate familiarities, and mundane ways of comporting the body in the 

workplace inscribe and reproduce the color line, and also threaten to upend it. The 

boundaries of racialized sexuality are in need of shoring up to maintain the forceful illusion 

of racial difference. At stake in maintaining racial boundaries between individual bodies is 

reproducing the relation between Chinese capital and African labor and the terms of 

relationality and anti-relationality. 

 
The Intimacies of Racial Capitalism 

Throughout this project, theorizing the intimacies of racial capitalism draws from the 

various ways intimacy has been defined across disciplines and methods. In previous 
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chapters, intimacy is an analytic. Building on feminist and anthropological approaches to 

capitalism, Chapter 4 takes intimacy to refer to the “non-economic” or “extra-economic,” 

making the intimacies of racial capitalism refer to the social dependencies and affective 

economies that shape the relations between Chinese bosses and workers and African shop 

workers. This chapter builds on feminist historical analysis of empire takes the intimate as 

a site of the microphysics of power, the moral management of selves, and where the 

gendered and sexual contours that shape race can be discerned. As Stoler has defined, 

intimacy refers to “relations that were affectively charged, both tender and taut, of certain 

kinds of proximities grounded in uneasy attachments, encumbering affections, and abrupt 

departures. Such relations extended…beyond those grounded in sex.”6  

Feminist approaches to the study of empire frame “matters of intimacy as matters 

of state” and provide an analytical framework for reading the everyday microphysics of 

power in the intimate and domestic at the mall. It is within the intimate where the relations 

of power are exercised, the public and private intersect, and what counts as private and 

public are challenged.7 In this vein of intimacy’s meanings, this chapter explores intimacy 

across the color line, referring to how Chinese and African subjects transgressed the color 

line and upheld it by limiting interracial relations. In my usage, the intimate broadly 

encompasses the private, gendered, and affective dimensions of domestic, family, and 

sexual life. The term widely includes “sexual relations or other bodily contact or tactile 

                                                
6 Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2017), 326. 
7 Ann Laura Stoler, “Intimidations of Empire: Predicaments of the Tactile and Unseen,” in Haunted by 
Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2006), 10. 



 

287 

relations, whether it be in kitchen, field, school, or home.”8 Sino-African racial boundaries 

were sharply defined through a wide range of everyday embodied and tactile encounters of 

interracial romance, childrearing, eating, and sharing bathrooms. The intimate encounters 

of Sino-African relations were contact zones of “copresence, interaction, interlocking 

understandings and practices, often within radically asymmetrical relations of power.”9  

The framework of the intimacies of racial capitalism also approaches racial 

capitalism as a project of normalization that regulates racial, gender, and sexual difference 

in the service of accumulation. By way of Chandan Reddy, Ferguson writes that “racist 

practice articulates itself generally as gender and sexual regulation, and that gender and 

sexual differences variegate racial formations.” The racial categories of “Chineseness” and 

“blackness” are also constituted by gender and sexual difference, and similarly, the practice 

of Chinese anti-black racism is thoroughly enmeshed with heteropatriarchy. I consider how 

Chinese capital accumulation projects in Africa engender new articulations of difference, 

and simultaneously new regimes of normativity to maintain the social hierarchy central to 

accumulation. In the ever-expanding frontiers of capital, capital forces movement and 

transgression, and in the process unmoors norms of race, gender, class, and sexuality in the 

process. Ferguson theorizes: 

As capital disrupts social hierarchies in the production of surplus labor, it 
disrupts gender ideals and sexual norms that are indices of racial difference. 
Disrupting those ideas often leads to new racialized gender and sexual 
formations. To restate, capital requires the transgression of space and the 
creation of possibilities for intersection and convergence. Capital, therefore, 
calls for subjects who must transgress the material and ideological 
boundaries of community, family, and nation….Indeed, the production of 

                                                
8 Stoler, “Intimidations of Empire,” 15.  
9 Mary Louise Pratt. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (New York and London: Routledge 
University Press, 1991), 6-7.  
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labor, ultimately, throws the normative boundaries of race, gender, class, 
and sexuality into confusion.10 
 

The color line is a normalizing project that emerges in the reconfiguration of family and 

community with transnational kinship and Chinese family capitalism, and in an unfamiliar 

and highly charged racial landscape. Sino-African relations present the need to regulate 

difference and reassert racial, class, gender, and sexual norms, and also the invitation to 

transgress them.  

This chapter explores three interrelated forms of intimacy that intersected with and 

reproduced the color line. Turning to sexual intimacies at the China Mall, I show how 

Chinese traders police interracial lust and romance in the interest of defining Chinese 

sexual citizenship against blackness and upholding an ethos of separation to keep the racial 

hierarchy intact. I document how the color line is inherently porous because of the 

necessary proximity and contact between porous racial bodies – the public intimacies of 

exchanging money between hands, sharing toilets, and accidentally rubbing up in narrow 

aisles and cramped warehouses. As the public and private collapse in the intimate domain 

of the body, and as racial capitalism permeates everyday life, traders routinize efforts to 

contain “body pollution” that are engrained in the color line’s embodied habitus. While all 

labor has intimate dimensions, I specifically examine the intimate labor of African 

domestic laborers caring for Chinese infants at China City and living in Chinatown homes. 

As the transnational family is the social unit of Chinese racial capitalism, often taken-for-

granted feminized domestic labor is critical to its social reproduction. As African workers 

become part of the intimate domain of home, family, and domestic life, domestic labor 

                                                
10 Roderick A. Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique (Minneapolis and London: 
University of Minnesota Press), 17-18. 
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unsettles the racialized boundaries of public/private, a contradiction that requires explicit 

racial boundaries to resolve. 

This chapter documents the prohibited and taboo and their regulatory apparatus of 

social norms. Apprehending social prohibition in this way presents a methodological 

challenge of working with a small set of data comprised of the rare moments when 

something did manage to materialize into an observable event, whether by accident or 

deliberate breach, that brought otherwise submerged social norms to the surface. Building 

on Chapter 5, I examine tacit knowledges about race as they intersect with sexuality, racial 

commonsense that is so engrained in daily routines and habitus that it hardly warrants 

explanation. A brief aside or the recoil after a chance event reveals the tip of an iceberg of 

racial meanings. Anxieties about interracial intimacy or contagion are rarely discussed, but 

this does not mean that anxieties are not there. I argued in Chapter 5 that racial formations 

are produced from the convergence of racial discourses from different times and places. In 

this chapter, I contextualize seemingly unrelated examples of everyday attitudes and 

behaviors through discourses spanning unexpected times and places in order to identify 

underlying logics that explain their meaning. 

 
The Erotic Life of the Color Line 

Remaking Sexual Norms 

With new encounters between Chinese and Africans come new desires and anxieties over 

the boundaries of racialized sexuality and attempts to regulate it by delineating the proper 

embodiment of desire from the dangerous, deviant, and nonnormative. Chinese traders and 

workers’ apprehensions toward interracial intimacy need to be broadly situated within 
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intraracial sexual dynamics of shifting sexual norms that have become newly possible in 

a faraway place, and that have paralleled changes underway with post-Mao China’s sexual 

revolution. Scholars Everett Zhang and Lisa Rofel have chronicled the post-socialist 

cultivation of sexual selves and the emergence of desiring subjects in relation to economic 

reform. The nature of sexuality and love changed from “sentimental, romantic love” 

(qing’ai) to “sexual love” (xing’ai) as the individual pursuit of personal passions, financial 

profit, sexual pleasure, and individual happiness replaced collective struggle.11 The late 

1990s witnessed the proliferation of sexual practices and discourses such as gay and lesbian 

identities, “men’s medicine” (nanke) to treat male impotence, pornography, sexual 

education, red light districts, and sexually transmitted disease and HIV/AIDS. In 2015, 

China began phasing out the One-Child Policy that has presided over reproductive and 

family life since the late 1970s. Divorce and extramarital affairs have destabilized 

heterosexual marriage. The prevalence of men taking a mistress – a “second wife” (ernai) 

or “little third” (xiaosan) – has resulted in the springing up of “mistress villages” and an 

increase in divorce rates.12 Zhang underscores, “the most profound effects of China’s 

sexual revolution are seen within the domestic realm and in responses to the tension that 

obtains between the normative modes of sexuality encompassed within traditional family 

structures and sexual desires authorized by an emerging individualistic ethos.”13 Thus, not 

                                                
11 Lisa Rofel, Desiring China: Experiments in Neoliberalism, Sexuality, and Public Culture (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2007), 13; Everett Yeuhong Zhang, “China’s Sexual Revolution,” in Deep 
China: The Moral Life of the Person: What Anthropology and Psychiatry Tell Us About China Today, eds. 
Arthur Kleinman et. al. (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2011), 110, 
132. 
12 Jemimah Steinfeld, Little Emperors and Material Girls: Sex and Youth in Modern China (London and 
New York: I. B. Tauris, 2015), 90. 
13 Zhang, 126. 
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only was the traditional family structure already unraveling in China, but forms of 

transnational family capitalism have also remade kinship and sexual norms. 

Chinese migrants from different provinces, rural and urban backgrounds, 

generational cohorts, and class and education backgrounds converge in the city of gold, 

and in so doing, bring a variety of marital situations and norms about gender and sexuality. 

Married traders come with their spouses or waited for spouses to join them. A minority of 

divorced traders come to South Africa in search of a fresh start. The loneliness and the 

pragmatic difficulties of running a shop alone have led some married traders to find new 

romantic and business partners, maintaining secret families across continents. When 

pathways to papers were more limited in the 1990s, it was commonplace for Chinese 

women to marry white South African men for permanent residence. Many men and women 

in their early twenties find spouses in South Africa; others return to China to search in a 

wider pool when their visas expire.14 As I found with how Chinese traders and workers 

interacted with me, there is a particular preoccupation with the young Chinese girl who is 

infantilized as an innocent girl (nuhaizi) or sexualized as beautiful (meinu), and in turn the 

object of paternalistic protection, romantic desire, and sexual scrutiny. At China City, some 

of the working girls (dagongmei) who come to South African alone owe migration debts 

and moonlight as sex workers (xiaojie), and some quit their jobs to pursue sex work full-

time.15 There is no shortage of moral anxieties about intraracial sex within Chinatown’s 

                                                
14 In 2007, sheng nu became recognized by the Chinese government when the Women’s Federation stipulated 
the definition, and China’s Ministry of Education added it to its official lexicon. The term refers to well-
educated urban women older than 27 with high standards, which has a connotation of disdain as there is a 
surplus of “bare branches” (guang gun), men who will remain single and not add to the family free. Steinfeld, 
17, 19. 
15 Sex workers (xiaojie) often worked as hostesses at Chinatown’s premier karaoke bar, Chinatown’s seedy 
hotels, hair salons, massage parlors, and in casinos. There was a hidden economy of sex work only available 
to Chinese men. A san pei xiaojie, meaning “three” and “accompany” refers to an escort who would eat (chi), 
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vice economy: casual sex from social media apps, sex work in karaoke bars, and HIV/AIDS 

related to intravenous drug use that prompted a Chinatown-wide health campaign. 

Interracial desire, sex, and marriage between Chinese and Africans are part of the 

destabilization of gender and sexual norms. 

Among Chinese traders, the regulation of interracial intimacies constitutes two 

interrelated projects of maintaining separation from Africans and normalizing sexual 

citizenship among Chinese. Stoler observes these two dimensions in a colonial context: 

Imperial discourses that divided colonizer from colonized, metropolitan 
observers from colonial agents, and bourgeois colonizers from their 
subaltern compatriots designated certain cultural competencies, sexual 
proclivities, psychological dispositions, and cultivated habits. These in turn 
defined the hidden fault lines – both fixed and fluid – along which gendered 
assessments of class and racial membership were drawn…discourses of 
self-mastery were productive of racial distinctions, of clarified notions of 
‘whiteness’ and what it meant to be truly European. These discourses 
provided the working categories in which an imperial division of labor was 
clarified, legitimated, and – when under threat – restored.16 
 

In South Africa, a country where interracial marriage was illegal until 1985, sexual norms 

around the proper embodiment of desire and the moral management of selves have been 

part of the history of the place and reproduced among Chinese migrants.17 Sexual norms 

around intraracial and interracial sex, specifically with black Africans, define what it meant 

to be “truly” Chinese. Rofel asserts, “Sex is a critical site where the normalizations of 

                                                
play (wan), and sleep (shui jiao) with clients. A tai xiaojie finds Chinese clients by waiting at Chinatown’s 
restaurants. For ethnographies of sex work in Asia, see Tiantian Zheng, Red Lights: The Lives of Sex Workers 
in Postsocialist China (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2009; Kimberly Hoang, 
Dealing in Desire: Asian Ascendency, Western Decline, and the Hidden Currencies of Sex Work (Berkeley, 
Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2015). 
16 Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial 
Order of Things (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1995), 8. 
17 The Immorality Act of 1927 prohibited extramarital sex between whites and non-whites, and the Mixed 
Marriage Amendment Act of 1957 prohibited marriage between whites and non-whites. 
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cultural citizenship are being reformulated,” separating out the bad citizens from good.18 

Similar to how the Chinese migrant community is cohered through anti-black racism, the 

prohibition of interracial desire and sex is a normative project of regulating Chinese 

cultural citizenship within diaspora on one hand and reproducing Chinese and black 

difference for racial capital on the other. Interracial sex is the ultimate transgression of the 

color line as it is freighted with the weight of historical miscegenation anxieties. 

 
The Virtue of Chinese Womanhood  

When the hot days of summer hit and brought rising hemlines, the acts of looking and 

interracial lust that simmered year-round intensified. With excitement in his eyes, a 

Malawian male worker claimed that when Chinese women wore short skirts and leaned 

against the upstairs railing, they exposed themselves to onlookers below. “They are half-

naked, it’s like heaven.” There were security guards who called Chinese female traders 

“wives” and “baby,” a daily form of flirtation and harassment that was playful and 

irritating. Jerry, a security guard from Nigeria, proclaimed that his dream was to “build a 

family with a Chinese.” A frequent topic of witty banter with the other security guards, 

they joked about what pidgin languages his children would speak, and that they would 

appear Chinese from the waist up and black from the waist down. Jerry was friendly with 

many young female traders and workers, but pined the most after Ellie, regarded as the 

prettiest trader at China City. She never reciprocated his flirtations and complained to me, 

“too much black.” Heterosexual interracial intimacies and lust at China City fomented 

unevenly, most prominently in African men desiring Chinese women, and undergirded a 

                                                
18 Rofel, 95. 
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widespread yet quiet anxiety about Sino-African intimate relations. The anxiety Chinese 

migrants feel over interracial relations, particularly between Chinese women and African 

men, becomes legible when juxtaposed alongside histories of moral panics around African 

men with Chinese women in China with white women in Southern Africa. 

The taboo of interracial sex is grounded in historic racialized sex panics that 

uncannily parallel racist fears and logics from different times and places, such as the 1980s 

campus protests in China and nineteenth and twentieth century Black Peril scares in 

Southern Africa. The 1980s campus protests erupted over the unraveling of sexual norms 

and the racial order of the university. In 1986, a Chinese student association sent all African 

embassies in Beijing a letter stating that Chinese people would not “feed uncultured Africa 

with the results of our efforts” or “allow any Negro to hang about our universities to annoy 

Chinese girls and to introduce on our academic grounds manner[s] acquired by life in 

tropical forests.”19 A spate of incidents occurred in 1988. Students in Hangzhou organized 

a class boycott on the grounds that African students had HIV/AIDS. The same year in 

Beijing, after an African student allegedly entered a women’s dormitory and accosted a 

student, students boycotted class and leafleted “protect our women” around campus.20 The 

highest profile of them all, the 1988 “Nanjing incident” was sparked by two African male 

students bringing Chinese female students into their dorms. The panic around interracial 

intimacy mobilized students into a protest on the scale of thousands chanting “Down with 

the niggers!” (Dadao heigui), “Niggers go the hell home” (Heigui gunhuiqu) and “Niggers! 

Kill the niggers!” (Heigui! Sha heigui!). With the world watching, the Chinese government 

                                                
19 Yinghong Cheng, “From Campus Racism to Cyber Racism: Discourse of Race and Chinese Nationalism,” 
The China Quarterly (2011): 564. 
20 Barry Sautman, “Anti-Black Racism in Post-Mao China,” The China Quarterly 138 (1994): 420-21. 
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evacuated the African students from the campus and city.21 Sautman clarifies that the 

conflict was over Chinese sexual relations with the African students as black, and not as 

foreigners. One Nanjing protester was quoted in the press saying, “’When I look at their 

black faces, I feel uncomfortable. When I see them with our women, my heart boils.” There 

was also anxiety around Chinese women who desired African men in return, to which 

another demonstrator stated, “If a girl goes with a black man, Chinese will want to beat 

either him or her, and they will curse the girl forever.”22 Chinese women are figured as 

innocent, virtuous girls in need of Chinese men’s protection from African men’s dangerous 

bodies and uncivilized sexual desires, and also disciplining their deviant desires.   

Chinese miscegenation anxieties also recall colonial Black Peril fears in Southern 

Africa, attesting to the enduring circulation of racial and sexual anxieties. Historians of 

Southern Africa have written extensively about the moral panic of Black Peril, the 

imagined pandemic of African men raping white women that incubated in the “hothouses” 

of small, insular settler communities.23 Black Peril was “a function of the political economy 

of settler colonialism” and linked discourses of race, gender, and sexuality between Kenya, 

Rhodesia, South Africa, and the British metropole. Scholars point out, “at stake was the 

integrity of the white female body, mythologized by a frontier society as the last and most 

intimate frontier of all.”24 Moreover, miscegenation was a prism that refracted a host of 

social fears and became the grounds where control over other social matters was enacted. 

                                                
21 Cheng, 562. 
22 Ibid., 425. 
23 David Anderson, “Sexual Threat and Settler Society: “Black Perils” in Kenya, c. 1907–1930,” Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History 38, no. 1 (2010): 48-49; also see Charles Van Onselen. “The witches 
of suburbia: domestic service on the Witwatersrand, 1890–1914,” Studies in the Social and Economic History 
of the Witwatersrand (1982): 1-73. 
24 Gareth Cornwell, “George Webb Hardy’s The Black Peril and the Social Meaning of ‘Black Peril’ in Early 
Twentieth-Century South Africa,” Journal of Southern African Studies 22, no. 3 (1996): 441. 
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The threat of rape was wrapped up in fears over the “boundaries of properly servile 

conduct” and property loss, turning the protection of women into the protection of 

property.25 

While Chinese traders are not the same as white settlers, China City exhibits 

parallels to Black Peril that are worth exploring to mark the historical significance of these 

anxieties. In contemporary Chinese media discourses about Africans, researchers note, 

“Both African men and women are constructed as highly sexualized in a way that fetishizes 

the African body and sexuality.” There is a gender pattern as stories “equated black male 

bodies with anatomical differences that enhance sexual prowess but also contaminate their 

female Chinese partners.”26 Chinese traders construct African male shop workers as “black 

devils” (heigui) and criminals, while moral anxieties over extramarital affairs and sex work 

among traders simmer. In the way that Southern Africa’s Black Peril scares refracted 

multiple anxieties, multiple anxieties around inside jobs, property crime, and marital 

infidelity at the mall converge and are sublimated into a fear of African men’s rapacious 

desire for Chinese women, sex, and marriage. In Black Peril discourses, white women were 

constructed as victims of rape but also agential subjects by having sexual relations with 

African men, while white men who had sexual relations with African women were 

punished less for their transgressions.27 This double construction maps onto young Chinese 

                                                
25 Norman Etherington, “Natal’s Black Rape Scare of the 1870s,” Journal of Southern African Studies 15, 
no. 1 (1988): 41; Timothy Keegan, “Gender, Degeneration and Sexual Danger: Imagining Race and Class in 
South Africa, ca. 1912,” Journal of Southern African Studies 27, no. 3 (2001): 474. 
26 Tessa M. Pfafman, Christopher J. Carpenter, and Yong Tang, “The Politics of Racism: Constructions of 
African Immigrants in China on ChinaSMACK,” Communication, Culture & Critique 8, no. 4 (2015): 548-
49. 
27 Keegan notes, “Sexual exploitation of black women by white men was especially prevalent, as in all 
colonial societies with skewed sex ratios among the colonisers…the official response was to turn a blind eye, 
given the double standards surrounding male sexuality and the assumption that male sexual license was 
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women figured as virginal girls charged with reproducing the nation overseas and 

vulnerable to violation on one hand, and potential mistresses or sex workers that threaten 

the traditional family structure on the other. At China City, young Chinese women were 

the source of miscegenation anxiety. Chinese men who engaged in intimate relations with 

African women were not outside of this moral economy. 

 
Racial Purity and Black Corporeal Difference 

Contemporary discourses about Sino-African intermarriage imprint on the taboo of 

interracial romantic and sexual relationships. With African migration to Chinese cities, 

Sino-African intermarriages have increased, most visible in Chinese women marrying 

Nigerian men in Guangzhou. Still rare, these unions have been met with family and societal 

hostility, the consequences far reaching. Chinese relatives with coveted party memberships 

risk being thrown out if a relative marries an African migrant, and biracial children do not 

qualify for government issued identity unless registered under the mother’s maiden name.28 

The backlash against Chinese women is harsh because of the scarcity of single Chinese 

women, an unintended consequence of the state’s One-Child Policy and the prioritization 

of bearing sons. Accordingly, “the Chinese women and African men who date and marry 

become the means of critiquing the long-term effects of the government’s policy.”29 

Informed by the logic of racial purity and the metaphor of race as blood, prohibiting 

interracial intimacies in the form of sex and marriage reinforces the fiction of bounded 

                                                
inevitable in colonial settings. However, white men known to be living or having regular intercourse with 
black women excited an increasing deal of surveillance and unease by the time of Union.” Keegan, 466. 
28 Jenni Marsh, “Afro-Chinese marriages boom in Guangzhou: but will it be ‘til death do us part’?, South 
China Morning Post, July 2, 2014, http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/article/1521076/afro-
chinese-marriages-boom-guangzhou-will-it-be-til-death (accessed May 16, 2017). 
29 Pfafman, Carpenter, and Tang, 549, 552. 
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racial categories. While there were no Sino-African intermarriages at China City when I 

was there, traders ignored the woman from Guangzhou who wholesaled cellphone covers 

with her Pakistani husband, who was racialized as between Chinese and black. Traders 

simultaneously sympathized and looked down upon the few Chinese women who married 

white men for permanent residence, men who were often older and required much care. 

These women were burdened with maintaining family lives in both China and South 

Africa, in addition to working seven days a week. 

Undergirding the backlash to intermarriage is the ideology of racial purity that 

undergirds Chinese racial superiority. This investment in racial purity extends back to 

nineteenth century eugenicist and Social Darwinist ideas of “racial stock” positing that 

racial mixing would harm the family line. More recently, serology and eugenics made a 

popular comeback in China in the 1990s.30 A Chinese netizen encapsulates this sentiment: 

African blacks are an inferior race. Children of Chinese and African blacks 
should be regarded as mixed but inferior race. If we take no action, this kind 
of race will blacken China. This has nothing to do with racial 
discrimination, but simply a matter of eugenics. We should admit that the 
white is a superior race, the same as us. The children of whites and Chinese 
are accordingly relatively superior.31 
 

Like the one-drop rule in the United States, the logic of anti-miscegenation holds that 

whiteness adds value while blackness pollutes.32 Another netizen distinguished between 

                                                
30 Frank Dikötter, The Discourse of Race in Modern China, second ed. (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 
2015 [1992]), xii, 128-129. 
31 Cheng, 567. 
32 As Renee Romano explains in the context of sex between black men and white women in postwar America, 
white women, “The use of the metaphor of ‘blood’ to signify race emerged during the slave period and was 
further codified in miscegenation law and in late-nineteenth century theories of eugenics. This metaphor held 
that racial identity was carried in the blood. ‘White blood’ and ‘black blood’ were not only categorically 
different, but ‘black blood’ always trumped or dominated ‘white blood.’ Having a ‘single drop’ of black 
blood made a person black. Whiteness was easily corruptible and blackness was all-consuming.” Renee C. 
Romano, Race Mixing: Black-White Marriage in Postwar America (Cambridge and London: Harvard 
University Press, 2003), 47. 
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marriage and reproduction, commenting, “It’s okay if you want to marry, just don’t leave 

your children/descendants in China. I don’t want future Chinese people to be like those 

half-black half-yellow people in Latin American countries, with lowered intelligence, 

having lost the purity of their blood, with only a name to claim.”33 Because Sino-African 

marriage was so rare, there was little discussion about mixed-race children. Along these 

lines, Jenny believed that South Africans became more stupid because of intermarriage. 

With the emergence of HIV/AIDS in Chinese medical and public health discourses, 

Johanna Hood argues that Chinese HIV/AIDS (aizibing) media discourses racialize the 

disease as black and associate it with Africa. While mainstream discourses depict 

HIV/AIDS as a “foreign disease” related to Open up and Reform and the emergence of 

homosexuality, a key depiction of it is through the term yuanshi, meaning “origin,” 

“ancient,” and “primitive.” The term insinuates that HIV originates in Africa, the imagined 

place of the primitive while “suggesting the transmission of the virus is facilitated through 

the types of relationships Africans maintain.” Imagined as a porous conduit for disease 

through sex, “the black body is sexualized and ascribed undisciplined habits that spread 

disease.”34 Furthermore, through mother-to-child transmission, female bodies become 

further imagined as “vectors for disease into the family and nation.”35 These narratives not 

only construct black bodies and Africa as dangerous sites of disease and contamination, 

but also reinforce norms of cultivating healthy sexual selves and minimizing risk through 

                                                
33 From a ChinaSMACK story titled “Chinese men with black women & African wives,” quoted in Pfafman, 
Carpeter, and Tang, 544. 
34 Johanna Hood, “Distancing Disease in the Un-black Han Chinese Politic: Othering Difference in China’s 
HIV/AIDS Media,” Modern China 39, no. 3 (2013): 292-93. 
35 Ibid., 295, 299. 
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self-mastery. Within aizibing discourses, people with HIV/AIDS are positioned on the 

peripheries of citizenship, depicted as black Africans, gay men, and blood sellers.36 

Further stoking Chinese fears of interracial sex, bodily fluids and the sexual 

transmission of disease have gone hand-in-hand. With the leprosy epidemic (mafeng/lai) 

in China, folk stories from China’s south centered on the practice of guolai, the practice of 

Chinese women sleeping with innocent men, curing herself while infecting others. In some 

Fujianese variations, women passed leprosy on through “poisonous” menstrual blood.37 In 

both of these stories, Chinese women were seen as spreading disease, which endangered 

Chinese men. As these examples show, discourses about black corporeal difference and 

the transmission of disease through sex and bodily fluids limit interracial intimacy across 

the color line. 

 
Improper Sex and the Limits of Racial Membership 

Back in Wenzhou, Zheng Yongrui made his living as a loan shark (gaolidai), and over the 

course of seven years, climbed his way to the top as the leader of a mafia organization. 

Now in his late thirties and unmarried, he came to South Africa to start over and settle 

down, working at his brother and sister-in-law’s menswear shop and sharing their flat at 

China City. Sporting Nike sneakers, designer t-shirts, and a one-carat diamond earring, he 

was considered a shuaige, meaning a cool, handsome, and fashion-forward young man. 

While he bragged about having many girlfriends in China, in the one year he had been in 

                                                
36 To elaborate, “The moral economy and representational politics operative in contemporary urban China 
mean HIV in Chinese sufferers is known only through stories of those who fail to become middle-class 
(xiaokang), modern (qianjin), hygienic (weisheng), cultured (you wenhua), and high-quality (suzhi gao) 
citizens.” Ibid., 305-306. 
37 Angela Ki Che Leung, Leprosy in China: A History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 117. 



 

301 

South Africa, he remained single. “All of these working girls [dagongmei] want to be some 

boss’s mistress [xiaosan],” he griped. I was drawn to the collective distrust of him. Treating 

him as a liar and scam artist, Chinese traders debated whether his immigration papers were 

real or fake, whether the owner was truly his brother, and whether he was only pretending 

to be from Zhejiang and actually from Fujian. Eventually I learned the reason for the scarlet 

letter he wore. Zheng Yongrui allegedly brought a black South African woman home to 

the China City flat that he shared with his brother and sister-in-law, which spiraled into a 

reputation of sleeping with African women and groping black female shop workers (mo 

heipo), an utmost violation of the color line where it mattered most in the public space of 

work. There were many rumors about her: that she was a dealer at the casino he frequented, 

was a serious girlfriend, and had HIV/AIDS. There supposedly was even an eye witness 

who saw them go into his flat, which was hypervisible located in front of the main entrance.  

In what made the private public to other Chinese traders, he brought an African 

person to the exclusively Chinese residential flat, a gated space predicated on racial 

homogeneity. Only Chinese tenants were permitted to live there and scanned their 

fingerprints in a biometric reader connected to the turnstile for entry. Guests were always 

and only Chinese. Even security guards, entrusted with securing the flat, rarely went behind 

the turnstile. The only non-Chinese person who had access was the janitor. I witnessed new 

Chinese tenants, not knowing the informal rules, get scolded for having African shop 

workers carry furniture upstairs when moving in. In the weeks to come, mall flat residents 

complained to management, who could do little to enforce an informal rule and discipline 

their residents based on what they did in private. 
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Among hundreds of Chinese tenants at the mall, Zheng Yongrui became the mall’s 

only known transgressor. Chinese traders gossiped openly about him with the aim of 

ostracizing him. Significantly, “the practice of gossiping is a mode of evaluating people 

and actions according to particular conceptions of morality,” and in this instance, the 

scandal exposed the moral boundary of Chinese cultural citizenship and the investments 

they had in maintaining racial purity in all facets of life within and beyond the mall.38 

Gossip shames into compliance and enforces racial, gender, and sexual boundaries. 

Although Chinese women are the primary objects of panic, the prohibition on interracial 

intimacy applies to both women and men, albeit in differing ways. Furthermore, with the 

prohibition of interracial intimacy comes the taboo pleasure of “eating the other” as “the 

body emerges as a site of contestation where sexuality is the metaphoric Other that 

threatens to take over, consume, transform via the experience of pleasure.”39 As much as 

Chinese traders construct African bodies as sexually undesirable, desire does exist. It only 

becomes marked as deviant, making interracial intimacy a transgression that needs to be 

shored up by punishing bad sexual citizenship. However rare, what happened this single 

time mattered because “borders need to be threatened in order to be maintained, or even to 

appear as borders, and part of the process of ‘maintenance-through-transgression’ is the 

appearance of border objects...It does not make borders (out of nothing), but responds to 

their making, through a reconfirmation of their necessity.”40 The backlash revealed the 

anxiety that was there all along, only coming to the surface when the racial order of things 

                                                
38 Krista Van Vleet, “Partial Theories: Gossip, Envy and Ethnography in the Andes,” Ethnography 4, no. 4 
(2003): 500. 
39 bell hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992), 22. 
40 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, second edition (New York and London: Routledge, 2015), 
87. 
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was disrupted. These racial boundaries are naturalized but not seamless; racial separation 

is normalized through intense human and digital surveillance and punitive social alienation.  

Imbued with the history of sex panics in China and South Africa, interracial 

intimacy is understood as the willful crossing of the color line that blurs the fictional 

categorical distinctions between Chinese and Africans. Managing racialized sexuality is 

integral to the production of difference for capital and upholding relations of intimacy and 

non-intimacy. Accordingly, prohibiting interracial sexual intimacy across the color line is 

a normative project of desire and sexual citizenship that includes and excludes Chinese on 

the basis of their sexual practices while othering Africans as deviant. The violation of the 

taboo of interracial intimacy is a site of racial capitalism’s rupture, making the subsequent 

boundary work of punishing deviance essential to restoring the color line. As capital and 

the reproduction of surplus labor are productive of sexual transgression and the 

reconfiguration of social life, interracial sex and marriage have the most potential to disrupt 

family, community, and national configurations. Moreover, as miscegenation anxieties and 

the taboo of interracial intimacy are bound up with obsessions over racial purity, among 

Chinese traders and workers, the color line also entails a quotidian management of racial 

contagion by inserting distance between racial bodies in non-sexual physical encounters. 

 
Porosity and Pollution: Racial Contagion across the Color Line  

Racial Hygiene 

In 2016 the Chinese company Qiaobi released its infamous commercial that let loose a fury 

of ire as it went viral, being called “the most racist advert ever” in the global media. A stark 

contrast to the upbeat music, sunlit white walls, and pastel pink and purple boxes of 
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detergent on the shelves, the commercial chronicles a familiar Black Peril story. Set in an 

urban apartment, a young, light skinned woman throws her clothes into the washing 

machine when an African man, a low-skilled laborer with a paint bucket in hand, appears 

at the door. Streaks of white paint form patterns of lines resembling a nondescript tribal 

marking to signify the traditional, primitive, and uncivilized. Signaling contagion and 

danger, his white shirt is smeared with blood-like red paint. He flirtatiously winks at her 

and whistles, and she invites him to come closer. As their faces near leading up to a kiss, 

in a twist, she pops a mint green detergent tablet into his mouth and shoves him into the 

top-loading washing machine. Afterwards, she opens the lid and a young Chinese man with 

skin as light as hers emerges from the machine. The African man, a foreign intruder, is out 

of place in this space of urban middle-class domestic modernity; his mouth is unhygienic 

and body dirty. Going in as African and coming out as Chinese, the washing cycle 

transforms him into a suitable object of desire and represents a linear progress narrative of 

racialized civilization. 

The commercial attests to the capacity for Chinese media culture to refashion 

Western colonial tropes of race, gender, and sexuality. The commercial adapts a Black 

Peril moral panic in its presentation of the urban middle-class Chinese woman’s body and 

domestic space in need of protection from encroaching African men. Moreover, the ad 

refashions racialized colonial tropes of civilization, hygiene, and domesticity. Even in the 

absence of white bodies, it is a celebration of whiteness as cleanliness and represents the 

black body as dirty, abject, uncivilized, and undesirable, in need of the salvation of hygiene. 

White skin has long connoted high-class intelligentsia, while darker skin has been 
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associated with low-class agricultural labor.41 Discourses of hygiene are inextricable from 

discourses of racialized sexuality as the proper embodiment of desire is also the properly 

hygienic body. Predating the Qiaobi commercial, in 2011, one netizen commented, “Black 

people always make me feel like they haven’t fully washed themselves, I can’t 

accept/handle someone who is dark all over their body…Those who are too dark I truly am 

unable to accept. Just looking at them I lose all sexual desire! Turn the lights off and it’s 

okay.”42 Through the body, hygiene is closely related to the politics of racialized sexuality. 

Chinese attitudes toward black bodies and hygiene share commonalities with racial 

hygiene in other contexts and comparing them gestures to their potential significance. 

Scholars of empire and race have documented the Western civilizing mission of hygiene 

and its gendered and sexualized dimensions. As Warwick Anderson defines, racial hygiene 

refers to how “the most intimate activities of the body and the most intimate of human 

interactions were open to view and available for refashioning,” reforming the “intimacies 

with one’s own body and the bodies of others” through corporeal control.43 The Qiaobi 

commercial recalls how soap, mirrors, and white clothing were recurring motifs in imperial 

advertising and popular culture that promoted the “sanitized image of white, male, imperial 

hygiene” to Victorian middle-class consumers. As Anne McClintock asserts, soap is 

symbolically important as it “purifies and preserves the white male body from 

contamination as it crosses the dangerous threshold of empire.”44 Amidst social agitation, 

                                                
41 Sautman, 427-28. 
42 Pfafman, Carpenter, and Tang, 549. 
43 Warwick Anderson, “States of Hygiene: Race ‘Improvement’ and Biomedical Citizenship in Australia and 
Colonial Philippines,” in Haunted by Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History, ed. Ann 
Laura Stoler (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2006), 96, 106, 110. 
44 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1995), 32. 
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economic upheaval, imperial competition, and anti-colonial resistance, “Soap offered the 

promise of spiritual salvation and regeneration through commodity consumption, a regime 

of domestic hygiene that could restore the threatened potency of the imperial body politic 

and the race.”45 In light of Sino-African flows and the destabilization of identities they 

engender, hygiene is a key site for reasserting racial and sexual boundaries. For instance, 

the most popular Chinese toothpaste brand continues to feature a racist minstrelsy image 

on the tube and use “black people” (heiren) in the Chinese brand name, even as its English 

name has been changed from “Darkie” to “Darlie.”46 The imagined dirtiness of black 

bodies acted as a mirror to reflect the cleanliness of Chinese bodies. Mr. Zheng once glibly 

remarked that if he did not bath daily, he would “smell like a black person.” 

Hygiene has also been linked to contagion and segregation policies. During the 

leprosy epidemic in San Francisco, Nayan Shah demonstrates how the state, reformers, and 

medical experts targeted Chinatown and quarantined Chinese immigrants who were 

viewed as perilous, contagious, and immoral in their nonconformance with “normative 

hygiene and heterosexual family forms.”47 In South Africa, the development of urban 

segregation can be traced to the “sanitation syndrome” and “medical menace” that targeted 

Africans and Indians in the British Transvaal and Natal. The emerging concepts of public 

health and disease acted as social metaphors to justify spatial separation.48 In the place of 

missionaries, public health officials, and social reformers, Chinese traders’ collective 

                                                
45 Ibid., 211. 
46 Cheng, 575. 
47 Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, and London, University of California Press, 2001), 15. 
48 See Maynard W. Swanson, “The Sanitation Syndrome: Bubonic Plague and Urban Native Policy in the 
Cape Colony, 1900–1909,” Journal of African History 18, no. 3 (1977): 410. 
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practices amount to a project of racial hygiene that instead of reforming African bodies 

deemed dirty, insist on limiting contact through a host of pollution behaviors. 

To give an example of how these behaviors play out at the mall, one of my 

interlocutors at China City, Eve epitomized the modern Han Chinese woman of the Qiaobi 

laundry commercial – educated, cosmopolitan, and independent. Conscious of her 

appearance and skin color, Eve was quick to point out that her milky complexion was 

lighter than her sister’s. Thirty years old and single, she was considered one of China’s 

“leftover women,” in part because of her high standards, and as such, had few prospects in 

Johannesburg. Believing the Chinese men to be beneath her class and education level, she 

sought a professional South African born Chinese or white man. Once in a huff, she 

muttered in disdain, “I would rather die alone than be with a black man.”  

On one of our outings, while waiting for a ride at the mall, I gave a black South 

African security guard a high-five. Handshakes were crucial to bonding; African shop 

workers and security guards choreographed elaborate ones with each other. When he 

reached his hand out to shake hers, she reluctantly extended her hand and nervously smiled. 

Immediately after letting go, she wiped her hand on her white lacey dress. There was more 

to the visceral response than the hierarchy between a mall tenant and security guard would 

suggest. When I teased Eve about her reaction, she became embarrassed and admitted her 

racial prejudice in irrationally believing he was dirty. The wiping of her hand was an 

instance of disgust, as Sara Ahmed defines, what happens when the body comes “perilously 

close to an object only then to pull away from the object in the registering of the proximity 

as an offence.” Disgust is an inexplicable response when “bodies ‘recoil’ from their 
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proximity, as a proximity that is felt as nakedness or as an exposure on the skin surface.”49 

The affective politics of such public intimacies are based on managing the distance between 

bodies stereotyped as dirty or contagious. Even in non-sexual contexts, these encounters 

are still entangled with anxieties around interracial intimacy. As skin is the racialized 

epidermis, fear of skin-to-skin contact play out at the mall in mundane moments and the 

habitus of the color line. 

 
Conjuring Contagion 

Jenny’s single room on the fifth floor of China City’s flats had a large window that 

overlooked the shipping container warehouses and Johannesburg skyline. I always admired 

how Jenny arranged things with purpose to maximize utility and thrift. The windowsill was 

lined with dried orange peels for steeping and an aloe plant for its gel. A magenta plastic 

clothes hanger propped the window all day, through which gusts of wind would blow dust 

into the flat. Adjacent to the window was a washing machine; on the opposite wall, far 

away from the dirt, several pairs of hand-washed underwear dried on a rail, each garment 

carefully stretched over a plastic hanger. Her apartment, like her shop, was cluttered, but 

she was nevertheless very discerning about cleanliness in exacting ways. When we opened 

in the morning, I would fill the kettle from the sink in the back of the shop. To my irritation, 

she insisted that I run the tap for several minutes to flush out toxins that collected in the 

pipes overnight. Beneath the enclosed counter were rolls of toilet paper, mugs, utensils, 

bowls, and a sponge. Even though there was already a sponge by the sink, she was adamant 

                                                
49 Ahmed clarifies, “it is not that the object, apart from the body, has the quality of ‘being offensive,’ but the 
proximity of the object to the body is felt as offensive…It is only through such a sensuous proximity that the 
object is felt to be so ‘offensive’ that it sickens and takes over the body.” Ahmed, 83, 85. 
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that I take the sponge under the counter. When correcting me once, she finally explained 

that the sponge by the sink was for the African shop workers to use. 

Jenny was my boss and next door neighbor at China City, and I spent a lot of time 

with her outside of work, including accompanying her to buy goods to bring home to China. 

In the months leading up to her trip, I accompanied her to buy South African specialties 

like biltong and rooibos tea to gift but was perplexed by the other goods she bought: pounds 

of cashews and dried foodstuffs easily found in China, large quantities of Nestle infant 

formula when she did not have a baby, and an array of vitamins and supplements for her 

aging parents and estranged teenage daughter in Fujian. Notably, most of these goods were 

products for the body. These banal practices and routines, both familiar and strange to me, 

are engrained in ordinary life. The rationales behind them are based in tacit knowledge 

about the body and its boundaries. How Chinese migrants imagine the body and its borders 

is important to how the color line plays out as individual racial bodies inevitably touch one 

another. 

Fears of environmental toxins in China have followed traders to South Africa and 

converged with a multiplicity of disparate discourses on contagion, hygiene, and disease. 

As I slowly realized, there was a connection between how traders thought about pollutants 

and race that were mediated through the body and its boundaries. A healthy Chinese body 

is impermeable to contagion, a capacious category that encompassed the imagined racial 

contagion of African bodies and environmental pollutants all in the same. Traders seek to 

fortify bodily boundaries and contain racial difference by avoiding physical contact, 

whether avoiding skin-to-skin touch or the residue of bodily fluids in ordinary practices 

around hygiene. These understated mundane practices are actually crucial to the 
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ideological reproduction of the color line that demand the reproduction of racial hierarchy 

and clear lines of separation in all aspects of shop and home life, including the most banal 

facets that seem non-racial. 

Shaped by their experiences with pollution in China, traders are preoccupied with 

the porosity of the body and the ever-presence of pollutants – particulate matter in the air, 

industrial waste in the water, and toxic chemicals in food. In my conversations with traders, 

they repeatedly cited South Africa’s air quality as its most redeeming aspect, praising the 

mild weather and fresh air (kongqi). While China’s rapid industrialization brings hazardous 

air and water pollution, South Africa brings reprieve. In how they imagine place, traders 

shuttle back and forth between China and South Africa. Food safety has been a major issue 

in China with high-profile incidents of food contamination and poisoning in the past two 

decades, in part because of rampant corruption and weak state regulation.50 Meanwhile, the 

uncurbed prevalence of poisonous fake food – fake milk powder, fake soy sauce, fake beef 

– has led ordinary Chinese citizens to lose trust in regulatory bodies and over food safety.51 

Since the poisonous industrial chemical melamine was discovered in infant formula in 

2008, infant formula from abroad has become a precious commodity.52 When I asked Mr. 

Zheng’s office assistant when she and her husband were planning on sending their one-

year old son back to China, she simply responded, “when he doesn’t need milk anymore.” 

The clarity of her pragmatism unsettled my assumptions about childrearing and 

transnational family life. As these scattered examples show, real and imagined contagions 

                                                
50 Yunxiang Yan, “Food Safety and Social Risk in Contemporary China,” The Journal of Asian Studies 71, 
no. 3 (2012): 706. 
51 Ibid., 712. 
52 Ibid., 717; also see Verna Yu, “Hong Kong’s Hot Commodities,” New York Times, December 3, 2010, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/04/opinion/04iht-edyu.html (accessed May 17, 2017). 
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in China continue to influence how traders conduct their lives in South Africa from the 

routinized practice of running the tap to consequential decisions over a child’s future. 

Among Chinese migrants, the fear of environmental pollutants is also imbued with 

racial meaning. The conceptualization of epidemics in premodern and modern Chinese 

medical thought sheds light on the racialization of contagion, and importantly, how 

pollutants become metonyms for race that imprinted on the public intimacies at the mall. 

Before the Imperial era, Chinese medical literature represented epidemics (yi and li) as the 

result of cosmological and meteorological constellations. Like Greek miasma, epidemics 

were caused by geographical or seasonal zhangqi, simultaneously meaning “polluted vapor 

ascending from the earth,” flows (zhu) “to flow in” and “to flow out,” “to pour water,” and 

“to adhere.”53 Diverging from medical explanations, folk medicine conceived of epidemics 

as demonological possession whereby demons (gui) emerged from corpses to infect those 

nearby, or five seasonal demons (yigui) invaded the air.54 Significantly, traders call African 

men “black devil” (heigui), crucially linking the pejorative term with disease and evil. In 

addition, aizibing discourses compound with South Africa’s HIV/AIDS epidemic to further 

racialize contagion as black. 

Making connections across these threads, disease is racialized, racial difference 

needs to be managed, and environmental pollutants are everywhere. However incongruent, 

they align as disease, pollutant, and race are collapsed under the capacious concept of 

contagion. Like the microscopic toxins that are too small to see but nevertheless flow 

through pipes, “racial germs” are transmitted through a sponge, an object that mediates 

                                                
53 Barbara Volkmar, “The Concept of Contagion in Chinese Medical Thought: Empirical Knowledge versus 
Cosmological Order,” History and Philosophy of the Life Sciences 22, no. 2 (2000): 149-150. 
54 Ibid., 155. 
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contact, however distant, between utensils, mouths, and saliva.55 Racial difference is 

environmental insofar it is built into the social landscape of the mall and imagined as 

molecular, invisible but materially real like toxins. Dangerous and infectious, racial 

difference can be quarantined and contained through mundane preventative practices. A 

simple act such as keeping two sponges is as built into everyday life as wearing a smog 

mask in China, which points to the taken-for-granted labor of maintaining racial boundaries 

and containing racial difference. 

 
Pollution Behaviors 

Dirt is not only a stereotype associated with African bodies, but fundamentally related to 

the social order of the color line that seeks to keep Chinese and African bodies separate, 

purposefully non-intimate in the public intimacies of work. In the seminal Purity and 

Danger, Mary Douglas states, “As we know it, dirt is essentially disorder. There is no such 

thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder…. Eliminating it is not a negative 

movement, but a positive effort to organise the environment.”56 Dirt is about structure and 

classifications, and the metaphorical dirt of racial contagion undergirded the color line’s 

symbolic economy of purity and danger. As Douglas conceptualizes the relationship 

between the individual body and body politic: 

The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its 
boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or 
precarious. The body is a complex structure. The functions of its different 
parts and their relation afford a source of symbols for other complex 

                                                
55 These objects and real and imagined particles might be considered within Mel Chen’s theory of animacies. 
Examining “the significance of molecular, cellular, animal, vegetable, or nonhuman life,” animacies refers 
to “a specific kind of affective and material construct that is not only nonneutral in relation to animals, 
humans, and living and dead things, but is shaped by race and sexuality.” Mel Y. Chen, Animacies: 
Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2012), 5, 10. 
56 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Pollution and Taboo (London: Routledge, 1966), 2. 
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structures. We cannot possibly interpret rituals concerning excreta, breast 
milk, saliva and the rest unless we are prepared to see in the body a symbol 
of society, and to see the powers and dangers credited to social structure 
reproduced in small on the human body.57 
 

Within the individual and social body, “all margins, the edges of all boundaries which are 

used in ordering the social experience, are treated as dangerous and polluting.” The routines 

that seemed strange to me are in fact pollution behaviors, ritual practices that anticipate 

body pollution and defilement, and in doing so, are not “purificatory” but “prophylactic.”58 

In what I detail here, Chinese migrants invented a host of pollution beliefs and behaviors 

similar to a caste system that defy pragmatic reason, reflecting the power of race and the 

nuanced ways the politics of the color line reach into all corners of everyday life. 

Within the range of public intimacies at the mall, ordinary objects become imbued 

with the sacred significance of boundary objects. Anita, a Zimbabwean shop worker at 

Wang Da Ge’s shop, was highly cognizant of these boundaries. With a tone of humiliation, 

she conveyed, “I’m willing to trust Chinese, but they don’t trust us…some of the bosses, 

you can’t even touch his cup.” However arbitrary these boundary objects seemed, they 

were not without their idiosyncratic logic of purity. Explaining the politics of touch through 

caste, “When a man uses an object it becomes part of him, participates in him.”59 As it 

applied to sponges and cups, “Not only may social intercourse be restricted, but sitting on 

the same chair, sharing the same latrine, or using the same cooking utensils, spoons, or 

combs may be prohibited and negatively sanctioned by pollution beliefs. By such 

avoidances definitions are clarified and maintained. Color bars and caste barriers are 

                                                
57 Ibid. 116, emphasis mine. 
58 Mary Douglas, “Pollution,” International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, ed. David L. Sills, vol. XII, 
1968, 200. 
59 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 127. 
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enforced by these means.”60 Thus, the color line of Chinese accumulation and African labor 

is reproduced “in small on the human body,” specifically in the encounters between 

Chinese and African bodies. 

Cups and sponges are also objects that directly or indirectly touched mouths, edges 

of the body, resulting in the ingestion of racial contagion. Gang Yue posits the double 

orality of the mouth as “the interaction between the mouth and the world…a dialectic 

between the physical body and body politic, with ‘eating’ [chi] posing as the central locus 

on which the natural body and the social body join and shape each other in their dynamic 

interplay.”61 Thus, the mouth mediates the interior body and the social world, connecting 

the individual body and broader body politic. Yet regardless of how squeamish Chinese 

migrants are about the ingestion of racial contagion, they nevertheless frequent 

Chinatown’s “dirty” restaurants and China City’s canteen-style restaurants that employ 

African workers in the kitchen, chopping vegetables, serving food, and washing dishes. 

Highlighting the social construction and contradictory nature of race, the color line is 

arbitrary in its border objects and pollution behaviors: the intimate labor of cooking food 

is acceptable, but the sharing of a sponge to wash dishes is not. 

In another instance, a minor panic ensued over a pair of scissors. Da Jie drew my 

attention to her neighbor’s shop worker playing with scissors in his mouth. Intensely 

fixated on his mouth, she looked distraught as she asked me what he could possibly be 

                                                
60 Douglas, “Pollution,” 200, emphasis mine. 
61 Additionally, as Kyla Tompkins elucidates, the mouth is symbolic in more ways than one. It reveals 
vulnerability and is a sign of aggression; it can be forced open, speak, eat, and laugh, and is a space with a 
cultural and erotic history, connected to desire and coeval with genitals as an erotic site. Gang Yue, The 
Mouth That Begs: Hunger, Cannibalism, and the Politics of Eating in Modern China (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 1999), 11; Kyla Wazana Tompkins, Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in the 19th 
Century (New York and London: NYU Press, 2012), 4-5. 
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doing with the scissors. Fresh off of the Zhejiang trader’s murder, a shop worker fidgeting 

with a sharp object was cause for distress. A former nurse in China, she seemed disgusted 

with the unhygienic nature of the act. Perhaps what Da Jie found most troubling was the 

everyday work object transmitting contagion through saliva and becoming an “instrument 

of pleasure.” In twentieth century San Francisco Chinatown, Shah asserts: 

Suspicions about the virulent disease’s transit emphasized the danger in 
sharing the pipe, an instrument of both oral pleasure and contact. The panic 
of ingesting the residues of bodily fluids and of sucking a pipe shared by 
multiple, anonymous mouths emphasized the promiscuous orality of the 
experience…The pipe, the resides of saliva, and the act of sucking focused 
on a shared fixation on the pipe itself and the other mouths that took 
pleasure from it.62 
 

Although these examples are not primarily about sex, as hygiene has been a normalizing 

project of regulating racialized sexuality, sexuality remains part of the subtext that is 

precisely what makes these moments uncomfortable for Chinese migrants.  

In a final example, I turn to the intimate site of China City’s public toilets, mixed-

race spaces that vary widely in their states of cleanliness. Going to the bathroom is one of 

the most banal daily practices and is about the demarcation of public and private. Regarding 

its everydayness, Horace Minor remarks, “many of the rituals that behaviorally express 

and sustain the central values of our culture occur in bathrooms.”63 Ordinary bathroom 

practices around toilet paper are not about hygiene, but rather about maintaining racial 

distinctions when physical separation and privatizing public space is not possible. 

Bathrooms are ridden with social anxieties and boundary marking, as Cavanagh points out, 

There is never enough soap and disinfectant to kill whatever it is people are 
afraid of catching. We are subject to quarantine and compelled to purify our 

                                                
62 Shah, 97. 
63 Quoted in Sheila L. Cavanagh, Queering Bathrooms: Gender, Sexuality, and they Hygienic Imagination 
(Toronto, Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 33. 
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bodies (literally and symbolically)…Hygiene is no longer a ritual or set of 
practices exclusively focused upon the material body but a pedagogy or art 
of government targeting gender in ways that are psychically significant.64 
 

Part of the habitus of the China Mall, Chinese traders and workers have their own rules 

about toilet paper. Toilet paper is treated as a private commodity; in China it is common to 

buy toilet paper from a vending machine. Traders kept their own supply of toilet paper that 

is softer and sturdier than the limited and flimsy offerings in China City’s stalls. Toilet 

paper is marked by quality, as one trader denigrated the very stock they sold, “This toilet 

paper is for black people.” Traders are generous with sharing toilet paper with Chinese 

workers and customers but rarely do with African employees. From what I observed, when 

they did, they allocated it in the shop rather than handing over the entire roll, which meant 

that shop workers would touch, and thus taint, the tissue. Significantly, toilet paper touches 

the orifices of the body. Within the public/private and upper/lower zones of the body, 

“Lower regions of the body – that which is below – are clearly associated both with 

sexuality and with ‘the waste’ that is literally expelled by the object.”65 Part of a pedagogy 

governing public intimacies, toilet paper provides a degree of separation between 

inherently porous racial bodies with their leaky orifices, excreted matter, and malodors. 

Fears of sexually transmitted disease and the transmission of contagious disease 

through water make restrooms a dangerous site for the intermingling of bodily fluids. 

Under Jim Crow, “Restrooms and drinking fountains were so rigidly segregated because 

                                                
64 Ibid., 135. 
65 On the antebellum South: “intimate domestic spaces that served simultaneously as work spaces and 
domestic sanctuaries…Employers and employees helped to produce cartographies that reinforced the 
division of bodies into zones—upper and lower, public and private—and mapped them onto different 
domestic spaces. The bodies of entire groups of people might be similar classified as upper or lower.” 
Kathleen Brown, “Body Work in the Antebellum United States,” in Haunted by Empire: Geographies of 
Intimacy in North American History, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2006), 215; Ahmed, 89. 



 

317 

they are sites at which fluids circulate and threaten to contaminate.”66 Apartheid South 

Africa shared with the Jim Crow South the prohibition of mixed-race swimming pools. 

Southern segregationists rationalized, “The negro race is a reservoir of venereal infection,” 

and as such, swimming pools were among the last public spaces to be desegregated and 

then privatized through the construction of residential backyard pools.67 Along these lines, 

water was a medium for epidemics in premodern Chinese epidemiology. In a telling folk 

example, a group of villagers burned down a shed housing a group of beggars with leprosy 

(mafeng/lai) after they bathed in the village pond. In justifying his drastic actions, one of 

the villagers explained, “These mafeng people drink the water and wash themselves in our 

pond. Sooner or later they will pass the disease to us and our lives will be in danger…we 

eliminate this evil from our place and people will now not be contaminated.”68  

To summarize, from the drive to manage racial difference, pollution beliefs that 

defy rational pragmatism engender a set of ritualized pollution behaviors. As engrained 

into the mundane humdrums of home and shop life they are, they are far from trivial. These 

routines and habits reflect how the politics of the color line are scaled down to the conduct 

of daily life. These practices aim to insert physical distance between bodies and rezone the 

public and private in arbitrary but symbolic ways. The slippery boundaries of race in the 

intimate domain become even messier in the case of African domestic laborers working in 

the private spaces of Chinese traders’ homes and for Chinese families. 

 

                                                
66 Elizabeth Abel, Signs of the Times: The Visual Politics of Jim Crow (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: 
University of California Press, 2010), 124-125. 
67 Kevin M. Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservativism (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2005), 123-124. 
68 Leung, 85, 87. 
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Domestic Labor: Reproducing Racial Capitalism 

African Nannies, Chinese Children, and Gendered Labor 

The children of traders became an unexpected backdrop in my fieldwork. At China City, 

there was a group of South African born grade-school children who played around the mall 

on weekends and whenever school was out. Young children living in China appeared on 

phone screens through WeChat calls and adorned the walls as photographs or napped 

behind the counter and toddled around the shop while their parents worked. When they 

turned two or three, some of the babies I became accustomed to seeing everyday suddenly 

returned to China to be raised by their grandparents. Raising children in South Africa is 

not ideal. Chinese traders work long hours, deem South Africa dangerous, and want their 

children to attend schools, and eventually university, in China. It is crucial that their South 

African born children carry the family name in China where their permanent home is 

imagined to be. As such, it is common among traders, especially Fujianese traders, to 

divide their time between countries, going home for extended periods during the Lunar 

New Year and the summer to be with their children. However, there are differences in 

childrearing ideologies. More educated traders look down upon the “Fujianese way” of 

prioritizing financial wealth over children’s well-being and education. 

Balancing childcare and parenting is possible through inviting grandparents or 

other family members to come to South Africa for months at a time to look after children 

or help run the business, delegating the work to African shop workers and hiring African 

nannies. For example, Li Yue managed Mr. Zheng’s China City shop and her husband ran 

an import-export business and raised their two daughters in Fuqing. After she returned from 

a trip to China pregnant, Mr. Zheng told her to have a heipo (a black woman worker) look 
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after the baby in order to get back to work. Li Yue worked until the last days of her 

pregnancy, and within weeks of giving birth to her third daughter, returned to work full-

time. With a bassinet by the counter, a Zimbabwean shop worker did the work of feeding 

and changing diapers. At home, Mr. Zheng hired several Zimbabwean domestic workers 

who cared for his employees’ children, doing the arduous work of washing clothes. 

Reminiscent of anxieties around native nursemaids and “excesses of bodily care,” Chinese 

employment of African nannies raise anxieties around intimate labor requiring boundaries 

of care work. 69 In a study on Filipina migrant domestic workers in Taiwanese homes, Pei-

Cha Lan points out the stratification of mothering labor as “jobs associated with dirt and 

disorder.” Cleaning up messes and changing diapers were for domestic workers, while 

mothers took over duties related to “acculturating and socializing” such as reading books. 

Along this mother-caregiver boundary, “Bathing children and sleeping in the same room 

with them are two other examples of ‘mother-only’ tasks…These tasks involve intimate 

contact are considered the foundation of the mother-child bond.”70 Similar to Li Yue’s 

situation, the majority of women taking care of children are already working as shop 

workers. Female African shop workers are expected to do feminized labor such as ironing 

and repairing garments, mopping floors, and heating up food, tasks that were never 

delegated to Chinese workers. The gendered intimate labor of caring for children becomes 

another responsibility with little choice or additional compensation. Many African shop 

workers are already mothers who take care children at home or support their children from 

                                                
69 Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire, 157. 
70 Pei-Cha Lan, Global Cinderellas: Migrant Domestics and Newly Rich Employers in Taiwan (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2006), 113-114. 
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afar. Feminized labor at the China Mall adds to the emotional labor of transnational 

motherhood. 

 
African Domestic Labor in Chinatown Homes 

Mr. Zheng’s house is a site of where the domestic life of Chinese migrants intersects with 

the domestic legacies of apartheid architecture. When Mr. Zheng renovated his house to 

rent out some of the spare rooms to Chinese traders, he kept the “maid’s room,” a standard 

feature of middle-class homes predating apartheid, intact. Nicky Falkof describes: 

Johannesburg suburban maid’s room was usually 8–10 square feet, shabbily 
constructed from bricks, with a concrete floor and no ceiling. Many did not 
have electricity and they were usually furnished with the employer’s cast-
offs. They were ‘frequently squalid, bare or cramped’ and found at the back 
of the house with a separate entrance, creating ‘separate social universes for 
the two groups.71 
 

Sarah, the full-time live-in domestic worker, occupied the narrow room that was just wide 

enough for a single bed, dresser, and television. Mr. Zheng rented out the room opposite to 

Sarah’s, an equally small room that used to be a second maid’s room. Between these rooms 

was a small kitchen where Sarah kept her dishes and food and where the Chinese residents 

stored whatever did not fit the main kitchen they used. These rooms, connected to the main 

house through a semi-open corrugated steel roof, used to be detached from the main house. 

The two bedrooms and kitchen used to be a separate house for live-in servants, with access 

to single toilet and shower stall. While post-2000 migrants from Mainland China arrived 

after the end of apartheid, domestic labor in Chinatown is a unique site whereby “new” 

                                                
71 Rebecca Ginsburg, “‘Come in the Dark’: Domestic Workers and Their Rooms in Apartheid-Era, 
Johannesburg, South Africa,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 8 (2000): 84; Nicky Falkof, “Out the 
Back: Race and Reinvention in Johannesburg’s Garden Cottages,” International Journal of Cultural Studies 
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traders intersect with the apartheid “past” as they inherit an apartheid generation labor force 

and architecture of domestic service. Similar to the China Malls sitting atop of gold reefs, 

Mr. Zheng’s house is a material site of “duress” of apartheid. 

In her fifties, Sarah was from Limpopo and had been a domestic worker for most 

of her working life.72 She had been working for Mr. Zheng for fifteen years, the entire time 

he lived in the Chinatown house. Monday to Saturday, during the day she mopped the 

floors and hand-washed clothes, and in the evenings when the traders returned from their 

shops, she retreated to her small room. On Sundays, she rested but stayed in Chinatown. 

Sarah was quiet and private. I only learned that she had a husband when I saw her talking 

to someone at the gate. Although he lived in the city, she was not allowed visitors inside. 

The community she had was through socializing with the private security guards stationed 

outside the gate, the Malawian gardener who trimmed the shrubbery, and the two 

Zimbabwean women who cleaned and looked after his employees’ young children. 

Shireen Ally notes the present-day ubiquity of domestic work, writing “Hidden 

away in the homes and kitchens of suburbia, they are an open secret—such a normalized 

part of South African life that they are hardly noticed.”73 Domestic labor in Chinatown 

homes is also normalized and hardly noticed. With the transnational reorganization of 

family life, domestic work reproduces the household and family units of Chinese family 

capitalism, making feminized intimate labor indispensable to racial capitalism. Chinese 

traders reorganize family structures by bringing together immediate and extended family 

                                                
72 I did not interview Sarah. We both had something, albeit of different consequences, to lose if Mr. Zheng, 
her employer and my gatekeeper, did not approve of our relationship or found out about an interview. As 
such, I did not pursue interviewing her, rather I gleaned what I could from our brief daily encounters. 
73 Shireen Ally, From Servants to Workers: South African Domestic Workers and the Democratic State 
(Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2009), 2. 



 

322 

members into a network of businesses. Family members go back and forth to China, which 

results in a revolving door of coming and going for the maintenance of home and shop life. 

African domestic workers in Chinatown, and also Chinese workers and African shop 

workers at China City, take on the labor of cleaning and childrearing that is crucial to 

reproducing the daily conditions for capital.74  

Domestic work is important to understanding the daily life of racial capitalism and 

the reproduction of social inequality. Domestic labor continues to be a major part of the 

post-apartheid labor landscape, especially for poor black women and African migrants with 

limited options, and is the second largest employment source for black women and a 

predominately black female institution. 75 As Jacklyn Cock penned in the classic study 

Maids and Madams, domestic labor is fundamental to the “reproduction of labour 

power…not only physical maintenance (thorough the preparing of meals and the 

laundering of clothes) but also ideological maintenance” in which the racial relations of 

dominance and submission are learned and reinforced.76 Whereas a common exploitative 

aspect of domestic work is treating the worker as “one in the family” or fictive kin, this 

was not the case with Sarah. Nannies, au pairs, and domestic workers work within the 

intimate spaces of family life; paid to take care of families, they also can develop 

                                                
74 Although not all traders hired domestic workers, they rely on uncompensated gendered domestic labor of 
overlooked labors of washing, cooking, and caring for children fell to African shop workers and Chinese 
mothers, wives, and sisters-in-law. 
75 Since the end of apartheid, domestic labor has been formalized, modernized, and professionalized as 
domestic workers are covered under labor protections, a key shift from apartheid servitude of “servant,” 
“maid,” and “houseboy” to domestic worker with rights. Domestic labor remains a key source of 
employment, as a 2011 study found that “one in every 20 women of working age and one in every 15 
employed people in South Africa is a domestic worker.” A 2011 Labor Research Service report quoted in 
Falkof, 629; Ally, 2-3, 10, 60-61. 
76 Jacklyn Cock, Maids and Madams: A Study in the Politics of Exploitation (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 
1980), 8-9. 
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attachments to them, and subsequently “exist in the liminal spaces between work and 

family, contract and affect.” Through paternalistic treatment, “These ambiguities of 

intimacy are among the more potent sources of the peculiar exploitations of paid domestic 

work, structuring its unique architecture of dependence and exploitation,” its “tense 

mixture of beneficiation and degradation,” and its “unavoidable personal and intimate 

relationships.”77 Paternalistic gestures of inclusion were rare. In the eight months I lived at 

Mr. Zheng’s house, I only witnessed Sarah’s inclusion once when Mr. Zheng invited her 

to his daughter’s twentieth birthday party, a huge banquet that filled an entire restaurant. 

However, most of the time, she was an outsider in the house she worked at and lived in. 

She addressed Mr. Zheng as “boss”; Mr. Zheng’s wife politely called her “Auntie,” and 

everyone else referred to her as heipo amongst themselves. With no allusions to inclusion, 

Chinese employment practices diverge from white employers. 

The Sino-African color line shares with apartheid deep contradictions when it 

comes to the intimacies of domestic labor, as “In one of its great ironies, apartheid’s 

maniacal racism enforced a strict separation of races, but at the same time crafted urban 

and labor control policies that channeled black women…into the most intimate spaces of 

white households.”78 These racial contradictions played out in the pollution beliefs of 

domestic work in South Africa: 

During the apartheid era it was common to encounter peculiar 
contradictions around hygiene and beliefs about ‘black germs,’ which 
meant that black women were expected to cook a white family’s meals but 
were not considered sufficiently clean to eat off the same plates as them. 
The same logic of selective uncleanliness applied to the swimming pool. 
Black workers could clean a white family’s bath and make their beds but 
the entry of a black body into a family’s swimming pool would in many 
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cases have been experienced as a pollutant, a breach of a potent taboo based 
on a long-standing discourse of sanitation, separation and purity that 
legitimated the segregation of colonial cities.79 

 
To resolve the racialized separation of public and private that is upended with domestic 

work, domestic work in Chinese homes is also governed by pollution behaviors. Whereas 

pollution beliefs are informal and unspoken at China City, they are codified with domestic 

work as explicit parameters. While domestic workers are commonly tasked with preparing 

meals in white households, given Chinese preoccupations with racial contagion, Sarah 

never cooked for Mr. Zheng’s household. While she cleaned the common spaces, she never 

stepped foot inside individual bedrooms, whether they were locked or not. She washed Mr. 

Zheng and his family members’ clothes by hand, as the previous day’s clothing would dry 

on lines in the driveway. However, she never washed underwear, which soaked in 

bathroom tubs and dried on bedroom balconies. Bedrooms and underwear encompassed 

the body’s lower region and were where the public/private line was draw within the 

intimate nature of domestic work. As Ally elaborates, “Even when involved only in 

cleaning rather than child or elder care, they work within the emotion-laden intimate spaces 

of other people’s most private lives—they wash underwear, overhear (and sometimes 

become part of) family arguments, and are often the first ones to discover intimate family 

secrets.”80 The clear racial boundaries within domestic work attempt to resolve the 

boundaries of intimate life, and the uneasy fact that Chinese traders depend on African 

labor in all facets of life, including productive, family, and household labors.  
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Conclusion 

Intimacies, in their various forms of sexual desires, physical proximities, and intimate labor 

are crucial to the ideological and day-to-day reproduction of racial capitalism. Anti-

miscegenation ideologies reproduce the color line’s constitutive categories of 

“Chineseness” and “blackness” by defining sexual citizenship and racial membership. 

Pollution behaviors govern the reproduction of the relations of the color line as the macro 

racial politics of differential accumulation script and are legitimized by the micro relations 

of segregation of Chinese and African bodies. As the color line is not rigid but porous and 

fragile, Chinese traders come up with a host of pollution beliefs and behaviors that reflect 

the nuanced ways the politics of racial capitalism are embedded in daily life.  

Across these forms of intimacy, and also deliberate non-intimacy, Chinese and 

African subjects conduct their daily lives, comport their bodies, and discipline their desires 

in ways that uphold the racial hierarchy and its categories. What is at stake is protecting 

the relations of Sino-African capital and labor. Transgression is less of a deliberate form 

of resistance than a rupture of racial capitalism and the regulation of racialized sexuality to 

manage intimate life. The “China-in-Africa” narrative frame can only capture so much, as 

Sino-African encounters, their embodied dispositions, and tactile knowledges are the 

enactments of power that are not simply one-way and coercive but encompass competing 

normalizing projects and points of rupture. Finally, analytically centering the intimacies of 

racial capitalism reveals an uncomfortable closeness between racial capitalism and empire 

that cultural texts dramatize; on the ground, colonial patterns of regulating racialized sexual 

difference organize the social relations of Chinese racial capitalism. 
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Conclusion 

 

China City is a microcosm of China-South African relations, a contradictory world unto 

itself of conviviality, intimacies, and cosmopolitanism, and also a site of surveillance, 

segregation, and exploitation. Cash is the means toward and materialization of prosperity 

while it also increases vulnerability to violence. Amidst xenophobia, the mall is a refuge 

for racial, ethnic, and national difference, and also where racial, gender, and sexual 

difference is commodified for profit. While Chinese traders racialize and exercise power 

over African workers, they see themselves as victims. In contrast to the egalitarian meaning 

of “south-south cooperation,” Chinese traders create a market for low-quality goods and a 

majority black South African and African consumer base, expropriate the labor of African 

migrants, and send profits back to China. Taking China City as a harbinger of 21st century 

global capitalism, it is a product of uneven flows as Chinese migrants, goods, and capital 

“go south,” in addition to a site of contradictions and the proliferation of difference. 

I argued that Chinese entrepreneurs and their attendant uneven flows of 

commodities and capital constitute an ungrounded empire in South Africa. As flexible 

pioneers, Chinese traders in South Africa are savvy, pragmatic, risk-taking and footloose 

entrepreneurs moving from emerging market to emerging market throughout the Global 

South. Chinese racial capitalism is characterized by multiplicity; traders profit through 

mixed forms of production through plural economic forms and through the production of 

racial, gender, and sexual difference. Chinese capitalist practices are not easily 

characterized as formal or informal, legal or illegal, official or unofficial, rather they 
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exceed their boundaries. Chinese capital also relies on the color line and its intimacies and 

non-intimacies between Chinese and African subjects. The color line is produced and 

reproduced through tacit knowledge and learned dispositions about race, affective 

economies of fear and anxiety, and scripted relations. Chinese racial knowledge is 

refashioned in South Africa and also shaped by gender and sexuality, which most visibly 

surfaces in everyday anxieties about interracial intimacies, imaginaries of contagion, and 

the intimate labor that maintains Chinese racial capitalism. 

Importantly, there are limitations to my access and thus ethnography. Because 

Chinese traders were my gatekeepers, I had more access to their lives and was more 

beholden to them. I was never was able to follow actual flows of money through informal 

and illicit channels from South Africa and China. For future research, I hope to follow 

flows more in-depth, including following goods from the mega wholesale centers where 

traders purchase them in China to where they dock in South Africa, following Chinese 

migrants back home to China or on to new destinations, and following African migrants as 

they move from the mall to their homes in Johannesburg and in Malawi and Zimbabwe. I 

hope to further develop is my discussion of associational life and ethnic, religious, and 

national differences among African migrants, and the relations between Chinese, Indian, 

and Pakistani traders at the mall.  

In writing about relations of power, I have tried to push back against too totalizing 

frames of dominance and oppression. Chinese migrants, while to some they are “tyrants,” 

are also on the socioeconomic margins in China, legally precarious, and vulnerable to 

violent crime and police harassment. Nor are Chinese migrants a homogenous class; elite 

businessmen with local influence and commercial success are socially distant from 
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unmarried young women workers. Chinese migrants are heterogenous in their social 

backgrounds and experiences and also their ideological beliefs and practices. Racism and 

labor exploitation are learned, reproduced, and at times contested, not innate to an 

essentialized or monolithic Chinese racial capitalism. Complicating relations of 

domination, intimacies, sentiments, and attachments mediate relations between bosses and 

workers that are not clear cut. 

I have also tried to convey the ambiguity of terms such as “south-south” and the 

messiness of Sino-African relations. Toward creating more robust depictions of 

subjectivities and experiences, I interspersed reoccurring characters throughout the 

dissertation, highlighting different facets in various chapters. For instance, Jenny appears 

very different from how she views her own experience and how others, such as Alice, view 

her. I hope this move, mediated by my own views and attachments to Jenny, humanizes 

her when she appears as a one-dimensional oppressor. Throughout these chapters, I staged 

a back-and-forth tension between how Chinese migrants viewed African actors and vice 

versa to understand various aspects of racialization. Importantly, racialization happens in 

multiple directions but is uneven; the Orientalization of Fong Kong is not materially 

commensurate with Chinese anti-black racism. In so doing, there is an oscillation between 

complexity and reduction. As I describe the heterogeneity of Chinese migrants in one 

chapter, I flatten them out as oppressive bosses when writing about how African shop 

workers see them. Likewise, I feature the diverse experiences of African shop workers only 

to collapse them into a uniform racial group as Chinese traders racialize them.  

Toward concluding, I revisit my arguments through broader thematic questions 

around the Rise of China and racial capitalism, and also China’s relationship to the Global 
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South. In ReOrient, Andre Gunder Frank claims that what has been called the “Rise of 

Asia,” specifically East Asia, is nothing new. It only seems new because of Eurocentric 

historiography that puts the origin of capitalism in Europe during the long 16th century 

while ignoring Africa and Asia until their incorporation into the capitalist world-system in 

the 18th century. As ReOrient argues, East Asia is returning to its place at the center of 

capitalist world-system.1 Making a similar but different intervention in Eurocentric 

economic history, in Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson points out the “nonobjective 

character of capitalist development” of racialism in Europe, highlighting the imbrication 

of capitalism and racism through slavery and the exploitation of black labor well after the 

end of slavery. 

In pairing Black Marxism and ReOrient, a question arises in how to understand 

racial capitalism in the “New Asian Age.” If the expropriation of African labor and 

underdevelopment of Africa have been constitutive features of the capitalist world-system, 

and this system has always been centered in Asia and not Europe, how do we understand 

the novel formation of China-Africa within the development of the capitalist world-

system? From my ethnography, Chinese racial capitalism complicates the triumphant 

narrative of the “New Asian Age” of ReOrient. The larger project I am proposing is 

“reorienting” theories of racial capitalism from Europe and the Americas to China. How 

do accounts of racial capitalism change when Asian difference and Asia, not whiteness and 

the West, are at the center of critique? How do theories of contemporary global capitalism 

change when reframing them as global racial capitalism? How is our understanding of the 
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Rise of China, or alternately the recentering of the world economy in Asia, altered from 

the location of South Africa?  

Chinese racial capitalism demands uncovering a new genealogy of racial capitalist 

development separate from the herrenvolk that Robinson first traced in Black Marxism. 

Toward uncovering a new trajectory of racial capitalism, I have argued that contemporary 

Chinese migration and capital in South Africa must be understood as 21st century Chinese 

racial capitalism, which emerges out of the convergence of two trajectories: the long 

history of racialized migrancy in South Africa and the domestic unevenness of the Rise of 

China, bringing African and Chinese migrants to the China Mall. While Chinese were once 

indentured laborers on the Witwatersrand, I argued that present-day Chinese traders benefit 

from regional migration rooted in colonial contract mine labor. Meanwhile, China’s 

neoliberal development over the last four decades has engendered class inequality and 

entrepreneurial aspirations that propel Chinese migrants to seek prosperity in South Africa. 

Future work might trace a genealogy from Chinese indentured labor to the present. 

Throughout the dissertation I have treated China as part of the Global South, a 

categorization that forces an interrogation of the very boundaries of North and South. In 

Theory from the South, the Comaroffs call attention to the economic powerhouses of 

BRICS countries such as South Africa that “seem to cross the cleavage between 

hemispheres.” Calling China “the most portentous player of them all,” they contend that 

China “greatly profits from playing in the interstices between worlds. And has interpolated 

itself into both north and south without being truly either, all the while promising, some 

time off into the future, to alter the political economy, and the geo-sociology, of the entire 
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planet.”2 In this view, China and South Africa are two powerhouses of the “Global South” 

that come together through platforms such as BRICS and bilateral trade, which are 

ultimately neoliberal “south-south” capitalism by and for elites and state institutions. 

I complicate the “south-south” framing in two ways: by centering global racial 

capitalism and ungrounded empire to illustrate the unevenness of south-south capital flows, 

and from the perspective of ordinary African and Chinese actors. The China-South Africa 

story looks very different from Chinatown and the China Mall. Ordinary Chinese migrant 

traders and workers are situated in a liminal geopolitical space in relation to Chinese and 

South African states. Chinese migrants are independent sojourners not drawn to South 

Africa because of state incentives. Their migration trajectory is contingent on personal 

circumstances and desire to get rich, inspired by the mobility around them but limited 

opportunities to do so in China. Most live in the shadows of states, circumventing 

immigration processes and financial regulation, while remaining legally precarious with 

their immigration status. In South Africa, they have little connection to the Chinese 

Embassy and an antagonistic relationship with the South African state, including police, 

customs, revenue services, and immigration. In lieu of these state bodies, private security 

and a handful of elite Chinese businessmen govern from the shadows. China City and 

Chinatown become an undercurrent to the elite “south-south” flows of Chinese firms and 

BRICS deals. 

An ethnographic exploration of China-South Africa relations as south-south 

illuminates the social locations and power dynamics that “south” connotes. How might the 

                                                   
2 Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, Theory from the South, or, How Euro-America is Evolving Toward 
Africa (Boulder and London: Paradigm Publishers, 2012), 46. 
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Chinese diaspora in South Africa be meaningfully and contingently framed within the 

rubric of south-south, or alternately, south-east? As I have argued, many of the traders in 

South Africa are on the “southern” fringes of the Rise of China and embarked on “south-

south” migration to Africa and elsewhere in the Global South in search of opportunity. 

What is happening on the ground at the China Mall and in Chinatown, for instance, signals 

something new altogether – decentralized empires of neoliberal global capitalism in the 

Global South – and encourages us to rethink what the “south” of the Global South is and 

emerging imperial formations within it. 
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Epilogue 
 
Field Departures and Returns 
 

Patriarchal power dynamics within the collectivities we work alongside 
operate on our bodies in disciplining ways. Yet the notion of engaging in 
fieldwork is often approached by activist anthropologists in a gender-
neutral way, one that still assumes an unencumbered male subject with 
racial privilege, to whom the field means a space far from home that can be 
easily entered and exited. 
 

Maya J. Berry, Claudia Chávez Argüelles, Shanya Cordis, Sarah 
Ihmoud, and Elizabeth Velásquez Estrada, “Toward a Fugitive 
Anthropology: Gender, Race, and Violence in the Field” 

 
What would it mean to de-traumatize the discourse of rape? What would it 
mean to reconcile the language of trauma that surrounds rape (as a ‘fate 
worse than death’) with the ordinariness of people’s experiences with sexual 
coercion? 
 

  Jennifer Doyle, Campus Sex, Campus Security 
 

Fall 2015. While I was in Johannesburg for my dissertation fieldwork, I spent eight months 

living with Mr. Zheng, the Chinatown boss, former mafia boss, and snakehead who appears 

throughout these pages. I never planned on following the illicit; rather the illicit, through 

an arranged living arrangement, found me. As I delved deeper into my fieldwork, I realized 

illicit channels, and Mr. Zheng, was necessarily part of the story. So, when I could, with 

caution, I followed Mr. Zheng to the peripheries of his world. Mr. Zheng was as much of 

a gatekeeper in my fieldwork as he was in my rape: my assailant was his friend and “money 

collector,” and it happened under his roof and under his watch that night. I hardly knew 

my assailant; I did not even know his name. To me, he was the tall, thin guy I had eaten 

dinner with many times, let into the house, and would greet on the street. Before that night, 
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I had written four sentences about him in my fieldnotes, all them unremarkable. What 

happened to me was an ordinary acquaintance rape of extraordinary circumstances. 

In September, I was on walking along Derrick Avenue when I saw Mr. Zheng 

through the doorway of a restaurant and waved. With great enthusiasm he invited me to 

join him and his seven other friends, all men, most of them mafia guys including the self-

purported “number one gangster” who runs a seedy karaoke bar. Dinners were generative 

participant-observation opportunities, so I gladly accepted the invitation. Although I 

regularly had dinner with Mr. Zheng and his friends and family, in hindsight, this was an 

entirely different situation, one where I was accessing a hyper-male space in which it is not 

uncommon for women to be coerced into drinking and assaulted. As I later learned, there 

is a word for this kind of predatory act: guanzui, guan meaning to pour and zui meaning 

drunk. My dining companions filled up my wine and offered me cigarettes, all while we 

hardly ate the food. A trip to the karaoke bar later, I was going in and out of consciousness 

and Mr. Zheng sent his presumably trustworthy money collector to take me home. 

When I woke up the next morning, what I feared had happened quickly became 

evident. In shock, I handled the situation like fieldwork, calling Jenny, one of my closest 

interlocutors, for guidance. The rape happened in another cultural context and another 

language – do Chinese consider this rape, or would they believe I had consented? I did not 

even know how to say rape and consent in Mandarin. She told me this indeed was rape 

(qiangjian) and unequivocally advised me to go to Mr. Zheng – not the police, not the U.S. 

Embassy – to right this wrong. This event irrevocably changed my relationship with Mr. 

Zheng. No longer only his houseguest, I was the raped American researcher, a potential 

threat to him. It is not an exaggeration to say that I feared for my life. The next several days 
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passed as a whirlwind of considering temporary and permanent exits from the field, 

emergency plans, and most of all, how to approach Mr. Zheng. 

Several days later, Mr. Zheng and I met in his living room. With a meeting at the 

Chinese Embassy in Pretoria that afternoon, he was formally dressed in a suit. While his 

demeanor was relaxed, my heart was racing and palms sweating. Our encounter was less 

of a heart-to-heart than like a meeting to enter into a contract, a series of measured 

statements over the course of ten minutes. To inoculate any threat I presented, which Jenny 

coached me to do, I assured him that I had no intention of reporting the rape or demanding 

money as compensation, that all I wanted was to move out. To my relief, he told me he 

believed me, but he would not bother to confront him – it would be useless, he believed. 

The most he intimated of a consequence was when he said a “person like that can’t be 

trusted with business, nor be a friend,” and suggested that he would demote him. 

Ultimately, my assailant had more guanxi, or social capital, through years of working with 

him, and despite the status of being a U.S. citizen, I was ultimately a transient nobody, not 

socially embedded enough to demand protections or consequences. Like closing a deal, I 

begrudgingly thanked him for his hospitality, and he offered to have his driver help me 

move. To signify closure on my end, I said we had settled things, which Jenny insisted that 

I say. To my disappointment, Mr. Zheng never apologized to me, and I left with no sense 

of closure or justice. Ironically, Mr. Zheng taught me the proverb “whatever a person does, 

heaven is watching” (ren zai zuo, tian zai kan). 

That afternoon I hurriedly moved out and decided to leave Johannesburg for a few 

weeks and finish my fieldwork as planned, all while keeping the option of never returning 

open. Emotionally, I did not want to allow my rapist to determine how my fieldwork year 
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would end (abruptly), how I would leave the field (by fleeing), and what would happen 

with the relationships I so earnestly built (by disappearing). Everyone – academics, 

informants – advised me to not come back, but I needed to have options, control, and more 

time to assess my options. And so, I decided to temporarily leave South Africa but return 

to live in China City’s flat after a unit next door to Jenny serendipitously opened up. 

When I came back to Johannesburg the following month, I learned 500,000 USD 

was the going rate to have my assailant assassinated. One of my informants advised me to 

find a Chinese mafia boss to arrange a hit on my behalf. To my surprise, he was not alone 

in suggesting this to me. Another informant, a former police officer in China no less, 

casually told me to have him beat up for 20,000 ZAR (about 1,400 USD). According to 

him, he would easily be prosecuted in China, but this was in the jurisdiction of South 

Africa, implying the system was dysfunctional, and there was nothing else I could do in 

this situation. As extreme as these possibilities were, I share them to illustrate the new 

depth of this social world that I reached and how my fieldwork changed after the assault. 

My personal relationship with my interlocutors who helped me deepened, while the assault 

also changed perceptions of me as it became part of the rumor mill of my sites. 

I also learned more about Mr. Zheng’s world at the faultlines of our relationship. I 

gained an entire set of insights about the mafia, morality, vulnerability, guanxi, 

masculinity, and fraternity through trying to right wrongs within this world. On the other 

hand, the event, to an extent, compromised my ethnography. I rarely visited Chinatown 

and abandoned many planned interviews, including a crucial interview with Mr. Zheng. 

When I still considered interviewing him, I thought about how twisted it would be to 
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explain at the beginning that as the researcher, I would protect him and minimize harm at 

all costs, and then ask him for his consent.  

 

Spring 2016. Six months after the assault, I started seeing a second therapist, Annette, who 

specialized in Eye Motion Desensitization Reprocessing (EMDR). As explained to me, 

when a traumatic event happens, the left and right sides of the brain reject the memory, 

leaving the memory to live in the central nervous system where it is not supposed to, and 

forms “abnormal” neural connections that turn into troubling flashbacks and intrusive 

thoughts. EMDR is a procedure of recalling memories of the event while a bimodal tapping 

device stimulates the left and right sides of the brain to mimic REM sleep, which in turn 

“reprocesses” them. The aim is not to erase memories, but as my primary therapist 

explained, to make them “fuzzy” and dampen the emotional and physical associations 

attached to the memory. Notably, in many states, testimony is not admissible in court after 

EMDR treatment because factual accuracy can be compromised. 

When I first met Annette, we discussed how we would revisit memories and events 

related to the assault. My assault was not contained as an “isolated” incident but was 

embedded in my fieldwork. The process would touch on places and people that were 

integral to my fieldwork and my very sense of self in the field. What I feared most was the 

potential “erosion of embodied memory” and the wide scope of what might be 

“reprocessed.” The impending process tormented me; it was as if all my grief and anger 

about the assault were transformed into fear of losing my imagined living archive. Leading 

up to the first EMDR session, I journaled: 
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I’m not ready to render the vivid sensory and affective feelings and 
intuitions that exceed language fuzzy, to make them distant, to strip 
fieldwork scenes from my memory of their emotional associations…What 
does it mean to subject my brain as living archive to psychotherapy, to 
potentially irreversibly alter the neural connections that organize my 
memories?  
 

At the time, I anticipated major loss. If I were to lose my archive, I would at least document 

the process. Treating the EMDR process like fieldwork, I made copious jottings during my 

sessions with Annette, wrote reflections, and recorded conversations with myself. Inspired 

by Eve Sedgwick’s A Dialogue on Love that includes notes from her therapist, Annette 

even gave me her notes and permitted me to record my sessions. 

After all of the hand-wringing, it turned out that I was a poor EMDR patient because 

of all of the writing I had done, already processing so much that there was little to 

“reprocess.” However, the sessions probed the psychic life of my fieldwork. Not always 

sympathetic and sometimes hostile to fieldwork and its unusual demands, Annette 

confronted me with questions about my fieldwork, and specifically my relationship with 

Mr. Zheng, that I was too afraid to ask of myself. Knowing his capacity to harm, why did 

I believe he would not hurt me, nonetheless protect me? What did my relationship with 

him mean to me? How did I romanticize him, and relatedly, the illicit? Being interrogated 

from someone outside of academia helped me think about my fieldwork in new ways. 

 
Summer 2016. I returned to Johannesburg in 2016, almost one year after the assault. My 

plan was to never to see Mr. Zheng again, but I also wanted to see him for closure. I wanted 

to get the apology I did not get from his living room that day. Within a few hours of arriving 

in Johannesburg, I reached out to him, and he invited me to a large dinner party he was 

hosting the next night. When I arrived at the crowded restaurant, I panicked about the 
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possibility my assailant would be there. To my relief, as others immediately informed me, 

he was no longer in Johannesburg, most likely running away from his gambling debt, and 

unable to return to Fujian, hiding out in Mozambique. I sat at Mr. Zheng’s table that night 

as his guest. The scene was similar: wine, cigarettes, and mostly, but not entirely, men at 

the table. It was hard to tell who was more nervous, Mr. Zheng or me. 

Within an hour, Mr. Zheng had several glasses of wine. With his guard down, out 

of the blue, he said to me in English, “I am very sorry for what happened.” In front of the 

restaurant audience, he shook my hand and hugged me several times while apologizing 

profusely. He said that he thought of me as his niece and welcomed me to stay in his house 

any time I was in Johannesburg. I suspect that he was taken aback by my reaching out to 

him, as he believed I never wanted to see him again, and my sudden reappearance opened 

a floodgate of guilt. I saw him two more times after that, during which he apologized again. 

This time he told me “wo kuiqian ni,” a phrase admitting to his failure to protect me and 

indebtedness to me. To my surprise, he revealed that he had confronted my assailant after 

all. As Mr. Zheng was the gatekeeper of my fieldwork and the assault, reconciliation with 

him, even partial, allowed me much closure and healing. 
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