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Undetermined Identity: A Diaspora Scholar in China-Africa
Studies

T. Tu Huynh

School of International Studies/Academy of Overseas Chinese Studies, Jinan University, Guangzhou,
People’s Republic of China

Translated into Chinese from the original English by Samuel Yougin Dong, University of Oxford

The subtitle of this roundtable discussion, “an encounter with another ‘other”, is stran-
gely compelling to me, who is Asian American, broadly, and Vietnam-born ethnic
Chinese American, specifically, engaged in research in South Africa and China. In these
contexts, “another ‘other” is a mirror of the “self” (i.e. other ethnic Chinese) and
peoples who have also historically experienced marginalization and occupied a subordi-
nate position in societies (i.e. African people). In relation to “another ‘other”, my other-
ness is complicated by my American background. The Americanness is not
phenotypically obvious, but subtly signaled through the clothes | wear, the accent (or
ability to speak English in a way that non-American listeners regard as being “without
an accent”) and certain values | hold, among other things. Needless to say, these identi-
ties aid and hinder ethnographic research in myriad ways. Rather than elaborating on
dynamics from fieldwork in African and Chinese contexts, | want to think through the
struggles and challenges of being Asian American, with scholarly expertise in South
Africa and Chinese diaspora studies, working in Chinese academia. My thoughts on the
state’s role in facilitating an essentialist view of China—Africa (Africa—China) studies, Euro-
centrism in China-Africa studies and ambivalence towards diaspora scholars primarily
draw on my position at a Chinese university in southern China since 2013 until now;
and through these points, | share some observations of developments in the study of
China-Africa relations in China.

The first time | unequivocally recognized that | am an outsider of the China-Africa field
in China was in late 2018, two years into my appointment as acting associate professor at
the same university where | completed a postdoctoral fellowship. A colleague, who was
the director of the African Studies Center in our school (or college) before a tragic death,
inquired if | had received an invitation to participate in the inaugural conference of the
‘One Belt One Road’ African Research Alliance, organized by Guangdong University of
Foreign Studies (/= #—7 —B&"AEINF FLBE B 2180, a university just 15.2 km from our
own. Even though he could not obtain our school’s approval to transfer the Center’s direc-
tor position to me in 2016 (he informed me at that time) due to my foreigner status, he
still wanted me to represent the Center. He gave me the contact details of the organizer,
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who said he would send me an invitation, but he never did. | later found out about the
conference through an article that a colleague from the Chinese in Africa/Africans in
China Research Network (CA/ACQ), of which | am a co-founder, shared online. | confronted
the organizer, who was unapologetic and indicated that the conference was a success.
Once | had become aware of this exclusionary mechanism, | saw other events that fit
with the pattern.

In my first year of working in China in 2013, there was excitement around China-Africa
relations. This was one year after the fifth ministerial conference of the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) held in Beijing (see Taylor 2011; Zhang 2011; Li et al. 2012).
The Chinese and African governments had reconfirmed their commitment to education
cooperation, an initiative that was introduced at the previous ministerial conference
(Niu 2014; King 2014). Along with the 20 + 20 cooperation plan that paired 20 Chinese
universities with 20 African universities, and the joint research and exchange plan that
entrusted scholars and think tanks with the task of strengthening China-Africa relations,
research funding, primarily from the National Social Science Foundation, seemed readily
available to Chinese scholars. Chinese scholars were traveling to African countries to
connect with and learn from diverse groups of scholars in the growing field of China-
Africa studies, as well as to conduct research. The person who invited me to apply for a
postdoctoral research fellowship was a recipient of one of these grants. |, too, won a
first-level research grant from the National Postdoctoral Social Science Foundation that
enabled me to conduct research between late 2013 and 2014 among the African
women traders in Guangzhou. Unequivocally, the state's priority was well-funded,
which finds resonance with the development and funding of area studies elsewhere
(Cumings 1997; Szanton 2002).

Matching the state’s investment in China—Africa research was a sense that the research
must be conducted by Chinese scholars to reflect “a Chinese view”. This sensibility was
conveyed through conversations with the supervisor of my postdoctoral fellowship. For
instance, when | suggested that another African country could be the focus of his
project because South Africa has received abundant scholarly attention, he replied that
the research had not yet been conducted by Chinese scholars from China. His essentialist
view of studying China-Africa relations has taken on new meaning since, as the number
of Chinese scholars (including postgraduate students) in the field increases, Africa
research centers rise and conferences (domestic and transregional) multiply in China
and African countries for Chinese scholars to talk with one another and with some
African scholars. This subtle shift from learning from others while pursuing “a Chinese
view” towards talking among themselves seemingly parallels China’s increased confi-
dence on the global stage (the progression of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is sym-
bolic) and ongoing state-driven attempts to construct alternative Chinese narratives.
The attendees of the China-Africa Think Tank Forum (CATTF) present one exemplary of
this shift.

Having been approved by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Commerce of
China as well as incorporated into FOCAC, CATTF is considered “a high-level platform for
China—Africa academic exchanges” and “a bridge for linking up important ideas of
Chinese and African elites” (China-Africa Think Tanks 2012). It meets annually, rotating
between China and Africa. The first meeting or conference in October 2011 was held in
Hangzhou and Jinhua, with representatives of think tanks, governments and enterprises
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from China and 27 African countries as well as “countries from other parts of the world”
(Declaration of the 1st meeting 2011). The latter’s participation meant that “scholars from
other parts of the world with an interest in Sino-African relationship” were also present at
the conference (Declaration of the 1st meeting 2011). By the eighth CATTF conference in
Beijing in August 2019, the 400 representatives of government officials, think tank scho-
lars, enterprises and media were from China and 51 African countries (Eighth China—Africa
Think Tanks 2019). Unlike the first conference, news about the more recent meeting did
not mention the presence of other countries or scholars from other parts of the world. The
focus had also changed from emphasizing dialogues, exchanges and studies on Africa
that would facilitate mutual understanding and present policy recommendations to the
building of a closer (or exclusive) China—Africa community with a shared future,
cooperation that would steer the BRI towards greater success and the strengthening of
the China-Africa joint research and exchange plan put forth by FOCAC, among others
(Declaration of the 1st meeting 2011; Eighth China-Africa Think Tanks 2019). An examin-
ation of CATTF's transformation, including the shift from Zhejiang Normal University to
the Secretariat of the Chinese Follow-up Committee of FOCAC being the host of the
conferences in China, reveals the state’s growing role in shaping the narratives of
China-Africa relations.

My knowledge and research on the Chinese communities in South Africa and Africans
in China, as well as my diaspora identity, could have been factors for my initial feeling of
inclusion in the state’s early aim to broaden and deepen knowledge of Africa. That feeling
is fading as Chinese scholarship (think tank reports included) on Africa and China—-Africa
relations (written in both English and in Chinese) proliferate and the state-driven 20 + 20
cooperation plan develops. Resources, research and researchers seem to be more concen-
trated and exclusively Chinese with the inclusion of a few African collaborators. One could
justify my exclusion on the grounds of language or a lack of interest in migration and
identity issues among Chinese scholars. However, the exclusion that | experience
seems to be twofold: on the one hand, the essentialist approach to the study of China-
Africa relations in China leads to the exclusion of non-Chinese and non-African scholars.
As a diaspora scholar, | find myself increasingly viewed as a non-Chinese, other “other” in
this dynamic. In the past two years, | have actually been told on several occasions by
Chinese colleagues in the field that they could not invite me to participate in their
China-Africa events, even when they are at a nearby university, due to the fact that |
am a foreigner. On the other hand, the state-driven attempts to construct and manage
alternative Chinese narratives — both broadly and specifically - are situated in an
ongoing conversation with the West (Dong and Tian 2009; Barr 2012; Corkin 2014;
Wilson 2015; Leslie 2016; Batchelor and Zhang 2017; Zhu 2019). As a result, certain
foreigners who are perceived to be potentially helpful in building or selling these narra-
tives are selectively included in a way that de facto prioritizes whiteness and reproduces
existing privileges and hierarchies. The state’s stricter controls over knowledge exchanges
with international scholars at Chinese universities further require (justify) Chinese scholars
to be strategic (selective) as to who they invite and/or collaborate with. Under such cir-
cumstance, African and white-looking EuroAmerican scholars, who are renowned in the
China-Africa field or whose research is seemingly sympathetic to China’s position in
Africa, would be prime choices. As an Asian American scholar, |, again, find myself not
falling within the prime choices.
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The aim to address controversial images of Chinese investments (not limited to
financial) in Africa, such as neocolonialism or exploitation and racism, further entrenches
the West — and in particular the USA - in China-Africa studies. Specifically, the state’s
emphasis on telling stories about China well (iJi4f 1 [E#3) locates China at the
center of the narratives, but they are always-already in conversation with the West —
even when the latter is often not made explicit (Monson 2014; Xu 2018). Reproducing
racial stereotypes of Africans that emanate from the West - intentionally or not — and
diverting critiques of anti-Black racism in China as a Western ideological plot, are
examples of this conversation. Another example of the West's continual dominance,
that influences academia even more, is the expectation (and even requirement) for
Chinese scholars (including postgraduate students) to not simply tell a story about
China’s relation with Africa well, but also to make it positive. A positive narrative could
entail demonstrating how China is helping Africa to develop and, thus, projecting an
image of China as an international cooperator, not to mention China-Africa friendship
or brotherhood. A unidimensional idea of China, coupled with ahistorical claims,
flattens a complex story that entails dynamic processes. Importantly, the story of “good
China”, to borrow the words of Chinese literary scholar, Mao (2009, 267), “creates in
many Chinese a strange mixture of nationalistic arrogance and inferiority complex
which speaks the language of a deeply internalized Eurocentrism”. This internalized Euro-
centrism has a constitutive effect on the people’s paradoxical relations with EuroAmerica
as well as the world. As we observe the rise of (ethno-racial) nationalism in China, vividly
expressed in Chinese social media, the belief that there is a choice between two extremes
— either Sinocentrism and Eurocentrism - is misleading at best (Dirlik 1999).

This leads me to my last and concluding point about the role of diaspora scholars in the
China-Africa field, especially ethnic Chinese from the USA. Questions about the kinds of
new collaborations and respectful exchanges we could have with African and Chinese
scholars have not ceased for me, since an email argument with an African member of
the CA/AC. Repeating a memorable view from one of his professors in China, he wrote
to me: “you Asian American, African American ... tend to lecture other people a lot!”
(Email communication 4 May 2016). Demanding attention to privileges associated with
my nationality — and others with similar background - was his way to suggest that |
am part of a problem (that includes presenting critical views of China or China-Africa)
and, therefore should remain silent on issues between China and Africa. In essence, my
academic training and experiences of living in South Africa and China for a number of
years do not qualify me to speak because China-Africa relations are internal affairs (the
variety found between family members, such as “brothers” that Chinese leaders often
emphasize in speeches). That the China-Africa field has no place for “another ‘other”
in his and, by extension, the Chinese professor’s view, reinforces the perpetual foreigner
or outsider status that is already too familiar to all Asians in America. Such a sense of ter-
ritoriality is a privilege that Asian American scholars rarely have, as our empirically
informed theoretical studies aim to decenter the West in received knowledge - that
could de facto reinforce our position as foreigner-within, always-already seen as an immi-
grant no matter how many generations we have been in the USA (see Lowe 1996; Wu and
Song 2004; Cheng 2017). To capture our experiences as migrants, refugees and laborers,
among others, in all of their complexity, we not only deliberately cross disciplines, but also
build on the works of, and see value in, collaborating with, other Third World' scholars in
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the Global South and North. Through these, we contribute critical theories, such as Kim’s
(1999) notion of racial triangulation and Ngai's (2004) excavation of connections between
immigration restrictions and new racial categorizations, that are nuanced and uncompro-
mising. Diaspora scholars are already doing the work that Chinese and African scholars
aim to achieve in the China-Africa field, especially in the studies of migration, identities
and culture as well as their interrelations, so it is worthwhile for them to re-evaluate
our position as possible academic allies in spite the magnitude of the state and other
forces pushing in the opposite direction.
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Note

1. For a fuller discussion of the uses of the term Third World in the Special Issue, please see the
introduction. (doi:10.1080/13696815.2020.1824779).
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