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A few years ago, I sat in on a graduate seminar on ethics 
and globalization at a major university in Beijing. The course 
was taught by a Chinese professor who had done extensive 
fieldwork in locations ranging from Angola to Ethiopia. 
More than half of the students in the classroom had also 
lived in various African countries. They had spent years 
working at construction companies, charity organizations, 
or diplomatic offices, and they were now being trained as  
a new generation of area studies experts. 
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The beginning of the twenty-first  
century saw an explosion in popular and 
academic publications on connections 

and reconnections between China and 
the African continent. What has attracted 
less attention, however, is how Chinese 
academic interest in African Studies has 
grown alongside diplomatic relations and 
commercial ties. Africanists in China are 
building unique academic programs, often 
based on fieldwork or other on-the-ground 
experience and in collaboration with African 
scholars and institutions. Programmatic 
emphases are often explicitly contrasted 
against Western traditions of studying Africa, 
said to have been closely linked to colonial  
or neo-colonial projects.

In China, the first academic institutions 
devoted to the study of Africa or of Afro-Asian 

connections were set up in the 1960s,  
with the official aim of supporting anti-
colonial liberation movements. Recent  
years have seen the opening of a number  
of new African Studies centers and institutes, 
amounting to at least twenty, with over  
half established within the past two  
decades. These centers host meetings 
for scholarly exchange and facilitate the 
dissemination of written publications and 
visual media related to Africa and Africans. 
The Belt and Road Initiative has been 
accompanied by government support for  
the study of the Global South, opening  
up resources for collaborations with African 
universities and new possibilities for overseas 
fieldwork by Chinese researchers.

The contributions to this issue of China 
Connections provide a range of perspectives 
on recent developments in African Studies  

Amidst a China-Africa cultural boom

Ehizuelen Michael Mitchell Omoruyi

Center for Global Asia  
at NYU Shanghai
The Center for Global Asia at NYU Shanghai 
serves as the hub within the NYU Global 
Network University system to promote the 
study of Asian interactions and comparisons, 
both historical and contemporary. The overall 
objective of the Center is to provide global 
societies with information on the contexts  
for the reemerging connections between  
the various parts of Asia through research  
and teaching. Collaborating with institutions 
across the world, the Center seeks to play  
a bridging role between existing Asian  
studies knowledge silos. It will take the lead 
in drawing connections and comparisons 
between the existing fields of Asian studies,  
and stimulating new ways of understanding 
Asia in a globalized world.

Asia Research Center  
at Fudan University
Founded in March 2002, the Asia Research 
Center at Fudan University (ARC-FDU) is  
one of the achievements of the cooperation 
of Fudan and the Korean Foundation for 
Advanced Studies (KFAS). Through the years, 
the center is making all the efforts to promote 
Asian Studies, including hosting conferences 
and supporting research projects. ARC-FDU 
keeps close connections with the ARCs in 
mainland China and many institutes abroad.

A corner of the Institute for African Studies, 
Zhejiang Normal University.

Scholars gather for discussion at the Center for African 
Studies, Sun Yat-sen University.

Communication between China 
and Africa has become more  
frequent in recent years, as many 

Africans move to China with the hope of 
fulfilling their dreams. China and Africa,  
both of which possess a rich cultural  
heritage, learn more about each other  
and in turn develop a mutual appreciation  
and fondness. Out of the common  
aspiration to further strengthen traditional  
ties of friendship and promote mutually 
beneficial cooperation between Africa  
and China, the Institute of African Studies  
at Zhejiang Normal University stands  
out by serving as a platform for cultural 
exchange and by contributing to a new 
historical stage for the development of  
China-Africa cultural relations. 

Last year, I wrote an article for the China 
Daily where I described how students at Jinhua 
Qiubin Primary School in Zhejiang province, 
China, leapt into the air in a typical African 
dance routine. The dance was accompanied by 
the sounds of African instruments, ranging from 
the mbira from Zimbabwe to specially-designed 
West African congas. These instruments were 
so loud and clear that visitors from Africa 
momentarily forgot they were in far-away 
China. This is the power of cultural diversity.

Recently, Chinese activities in many 
African nations have expanded from economic 
to cultural exchanges, allowing Chinese 
people to gradually learn more about Africa 
and its people. The African museum at 
Zhejiang Normal University and the Jinhua 
Qiubin primary school both contribute to 

the blossoming of China-Africa cultural 
relations. Since 2015, the primary school has 
adopted a special type of education that 
focuses on African culture, the first of its 
kind in China and a symbol of the symbiotic 
relationship between Africa and China. The 
African museum at the Institute of African 
Studies was the first to be established at a 
higher education institution in China. It has 
the largest collection of African artifacts 
and foreign art at any university since the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China 
in 1949. I was amazed the first time I came to 
the Institute to find such a museum in China. 
Through cultural exchange, the Institute 
of African Studies is able to teach Chinese 
people that Africa is not only a cradle of 
civilization but also a rising continent.

From afar, one sees that the building 
housing the museum is itself a piece of art. 
When entering the structure, one encounters 
diverse artifacts offering various perspectives. 
This is how traditional African landscape 
paintings should be experienced, through free 
shifts of perspective. China and Africa need 
new possibilities for aesthetic appreciation 

and spiritual fulfillment. The Jinhua Qiubin 
Primary School, meanwhile, has embraced 
all aspects of African culture, including 
face painting, designing tribal clothing, 
manufacturing African musical instruments, 
and constructing thatched huts. The pupils 
make masks out of cardboard using designs 
from different parts of Africa. Anyone who 
visits the primary school will be amazed at 
what the pupils do with African arts, fabrics, 
hair weaving, sculpting, and African musical 
instruments. The Institute of African Studies 
has been behind these cultural efforts, 
trying to show to the African people how the 
Chinese people respect and appreciate their 
arts and culture. As people from China and 
Africa continue to communicate, there will be 
a cultural awakening, and the Chinese and 
African people will soon be able to appreciate 
the great cultural heritage of both sides.
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in China. The authors highlight some  
themes that distinguish Chinese Africanism, 
such as Chinese business and migration 
networks in Africa or African commercial 
activity in China. They also raise important 
political and theoretical questions about  
the future of the field. Indeed, contemporary 
Chinese connections to Africa can no longer 
be thought of as restricted to the economic 
sphere. Scholars based in China continue  
to actively produce knowledge about the 
African continent, and it will be important  
to consider the implications of this  
intellectual work.

Cheryl M. Schmitz ( ),  
Global Perspectives on Society  
Teaching Fellow,  
New York University Shanghai  
cheryl.schmitz@nyu.edu

mailto:mmacroe@yahoo.com
mailto:cheryl.schmitz@nyu.edu


13
The Region

China Connections
African Studies in China

Regional Editor
Cheryl M. Schmitz

The Newsletter  No. 81  Autumn 2018

A Chinese migrant in 
Tanzania: Jackey Zhou

A summary of research  
on Africans at SYSU  
in Guangzhou, China

LI Xiangyun

Daming Zhou

Above: African Museum at ZNU. Right: Jinhua Qiubin Primary School; both photos courtesy of IASZNU.

Fishermen in Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania. Reproduced under 
a CC license, courtesy Rajesh 
India on Flickr.

Guangzhou. Reproduced under a CC 
license, courtesy of Xiquinhosilva on Flickr.

Jackey Zhou studied French at 
Yunnan University in the early 1990s. 
After graduation, he worked for a 

pharmaceutical company in Kunming. In 
1999, the young Jackey Zhou was sent by 
this company to work in, what he would later 
describe as, “the mysterious continent of 
Africa”. Thus began his life in Africa, which 
lasted for nearly two decades.

When he first arrived on the continent, 
Jackey Zhou worked as a salesman of 
artemisinin, an antimalarial. He still 
remembers the experience of being robbed for 
the first time. On the morning of 9 April 2000,  
he was walking on Karl Marx Street in Maputo, 
the capital of Mozambique, taking photos  
of the scenery. Suddenly, three young black 
men rushed forward, pushed him to the 
ground, and stole his camera. At first he was 
scared, but then he jumped up and chased 
after the men to get his camera back.  
The price he paid was a seriously injured  
right thumb. Later, he settled in Tanzania 
to marry and have children. He no longer 
impulsively chased thieves. 

Jackey Zhou has two children, a handsome 
boy and a pretty girl, both born and raised in 
Tanzania. They study at international schools 
and are fluent in Chinese and English. To 
maintain the children's Chinese language 
skills, Jackey Zhou and his wife speak Chinese 
with their children at home. He has also invited 
Chinese students from the University of Dar 
es Salaam to teach his children Chinese at 
home. In addition, he takes his children back 

Known as the pilot site of China’s  
reform and opening up, and the 
‘workshop of the world’, Guangzhou  

is attractive for its low cost of living,  
proximity to manufacturing suppliers, and 
as host to the Canton Fair. Contemporary 
African immigration to Guangzhou began  
in the late 1990s and reached its peak  
in the year 2010. According to official 
statistics, there were 11,000 Africans  
living in Guangzhou, while the number  
of inbound African tourists was over  
500,000 in 2016. At Sun Yat-sen University, 
researchers from a variety of disciplines  
such as Public Management, Economics, 
Urban Planning, Sociology and Anthro- 
pology have conducted a number of  
studies on migration. 

Before 2010, when Guangzhou hosted 
the Asian Games, most Public Management 
studies focused on foreigners’ illegal entry, 
illegal residence and illegal work (termed the 
‘three illegals’ for short) and their negative 
impacts. Since 2009, LI Zhigang and his team 
have studied the socio-spatial features and 
the organizing principles of African ethnic 
enclaves from the perspective of residential 
segregation.1 Urban Planning scholars have 
examined how African immigrants explore  
and make sense of places like the business 
area of Xiaobei or religious sites such as 
the Sacred Heart Cathedral. A number of 
sociological works examine the collective  
life of these groups through the lenses  
of social networks, social adaptation and  
mutual perceptions between non-African 
Guangzhou citizens and African immigrants. 
In his doctoral thesis, XU Tao conducted  
a qualitative analysis of African merchants’ 
adjustments to changes that took place 
in 2010. LIANG Yucheng (20132) examined 
the mechanisms of African migrants’ 
transnational migration and collaborated  
with LIU Lin et al (20153) to study their living 
conditions in local communities, both using 
the survey data.

While some social scientists have  
viewed the African community in Guang-
zhou as a more or less homogenous group, 
anthropologists ZHOU Daming and XU 
Duotian have in their recent work (20174) 
emphasized ethnic heterogeneity and 
explored certain groups such as shopping-
guide brokers. African Muslims in Guangzhou 
were one of the main topics of MA Qiang’s 
doctoral thesis (2005), in which he  
proposed the concept of a ‘mobile spiritual 

to his hometown every year. Besides visiting 
relatives and friends, he has also traveled with 
his children all around the motherland.

Jackey Zhou is a warmhearted person. He 
has several good Chinese friends in Tanzania. 
They all came to Tanzania in the 1990s and 
struggled from youth to middle-age. During 
the Spring Festival, they gather at Jackey 
Zhou's home. His virtuous wife prepares a full 
table of dishes. Everyone drinks wine, talks 
about the world, and enjoys each other’s 
company. Jackey Zhou’s home also serves 
as a temporary hotel for good friends visiting 
Dar es Salaam, or for those who have had too 
much to drink. Every Chinese scholar who has 
done research in Tanzania in the early 21st 
century knows of Jackey Zhou.

LI Xiangyun Assisiant Professor, Center  
for African Studies, Yunnan University  
xyli@ynu.edu.cn

This essay is based on the author’s 
fieldwork in Tanzania, conducted in 2016, 
for the project “Chinese Immigrants in 
Tanzania”. 

The Center for African Studies at Yunnan 
University (CASYNU) is an academic 
institution specializing in African research 
and talent cultivation. Currently there are 
7 full-time researchers and 10 part-time 
researchers, with 26 Master’s and Doctoral 
candidates at the center. The center has 
also invited experts and scholars to form 
an academic committee, which is chaired 
by Professor Liu Hongwu.
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community’ (liudong de jingshen shequ)  
based on Islamic belief. NIU Dong (2015) 
focused on Africans’ household, neighbor-
hood and associations, and raised a new 
analytic framework of ‘the transient (guoke)’ 
that highlights transnational mobility and 
minimal integration among these sojourners. 
Among the various research methods  
applied in the studies of African migrants, 
sociologists have mainly used large-scale 
social survey data, and anthropologists  
have begun to conduct in-depth fieldwork 
through which abundant qualitative 
information can be collected. Indeed, the 
qualitative approach seems to have gained 
popularity recently, as geographers and 
urban planning researchers, such as the  
team led by LI Zhigang, now use both 
questionnaires and interviews in their 
research.
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Director of the Center for Migration and 
Ethnic Studies, Sun Yat-sen University,  
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