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Weak passports and bad behavior:
Chinese migrants and the moral politics of petty corruption
in Tanzania

A B S T R A C T
Chinese migrants in Tanzania regularly face inspections by
street-level bureaucrats, inspections that are often resolved
by paying “tips.” These encounters make the Chinese feel
vulnerable in Africa, although they disagree about why this
is so. Some claim they are vulnerable because China lacks a
colonial history in Africa, while others put the blame on
some migrants’ illicit practices, which have made all
Chinese targets for extortion. These contending etiologies
reveal competing vernacular theories regarding the
relationship between power, ethics, and status. The
performance of petty corruption encounters reveals the
ambiguities of economic and political power that
characterize South-South exchanges. How to act is
therefore a space for experimenting with different possible
forms of global Chinese citizenship. [empire, ethics,
inequality, migration, corruption, South-South relations,
global China, Tanzania]
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Wahamiaji Wachina nchini Tanzania mara nyingi
wanakabiliwa na ukaguzi wa ofisa wa barabarani, ukaguzi
ambao mara nyingi hutatuliwa kwa kulipa hongo. Kwa
sababu ya maingiliano haya, Wachina hujisikia wanyonge
ingawa hawakubaliani ni kwa sababu gani. Baadhi ya watu
wanasema Wachina wanajisikia wanyonge kwa sababu China
haina historia ya kuwa wakoloni barani Afrika halafu kuna
watu wengine wanawatupia lawana Wachina wahamiaji kwa
baadhi ya vitendo vyao vya kiharamu ambavyo
vinawaathiriri Wachina wengine. Hizi etiolojia
zinazoshindana zinaonyesha kuwepo kwa nadharia za
kienyeji kuhusu mahusiano baina ya nguvu, maadili, na
nafasi. Maonyesho kuhusu rushwa ndogondogo yanaashiria
jinsi gani mahusiano kati ya nchi za “Kusini kwa kusini”
yameandamana na utata wa uwezo wa kiuchumi na kisiasa.
Kwa hivyo, nini cha kutenda ni nafasi ya kufanya majaribio
na njia tofauti za kuwa raia wa Kichina wa kimataifa.
[ubeberu, maadili, usawa, uhamiaji, rushwa, uhusiano wa
Kusini kwa Kusini, China ya Kimataifa, Tanzania]

O
n the afternoon of January 7, 2016, Tanzanian im-
migration agents raided Narung’ombe Street, in the
Kariakoo district of Dar es Salaam. Kariakoo is home
to several dozen Chinese wholesalers who sell inexpen-
sive footwear to everyone from Tanzanian petty traders

to foreign African wholesalers. In conducting the raid, the Tanza-
nian government was following through on its promise to search
house-to-house for undocumented migrants, after the inauguration
of reform-minded President John Magufuli.1 Many Chinese were
caught unprepared, especially after the government canceled its
short-term work permit program. During the raid, 13 Chinese who
were unable to present their papers were arrested, placed in a ve-
hicle, and sent to the immigration office. Some tried to run, others
struggled with the agents, and one woman was hit and fell to the
ground.

The incident was quickly reported by Chinese on the social me-
dia platforms WeChat and QQ. Pointing to the incident as an ex-
ample of how the Tanzanian state unfairly targets Chinese, the dis-
cussion just as quickly turned to criticism of the Chinese embassy’s
anticipated inaction and, in turn, of how Chinese abroad are easily
“bullied [bei qifu].”2 One person protested that “China is not like the
Qing Dynasty a hundred years ago,” and attempted to organize a col-
lective visit to the Chinese embassy to seek redress.

This raid and the way Chinese migrants responded to it il-
lustrate some of the ambiguities of China’s presence in Tanza-
nia. While the presence of Chinese migrants reflects the expan-
sion of Chinese economic power in trade and investment, the
raid demonstrates the power of the Tanzanian state. The reac-
tions to the raid, meanwhile, expose the sense of vulnerability
prevalent among Chinese working and living in Africa. In Tanza-
nia, large-scale immigration raids targeting the Chinese have been
rare, but immigration officials commonly make surprise visits to
places where Chinese live and work. According to Chinese, Tanza-
nia’s immigration authorities, tax revenue officials, and traffic cops
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intentionally look for evidence of minor legal “faults [maob-
ing].” Encounters with these officials rarely end in arrest but
often conclude with Chinese migrants paying them a “tip
[xiaofei],” meaning a bribe.

During the 17 cumulative months I spent among Chi-
nese migrants in Dar es Salaam from 2014 to 2016, such
encounters were a popular subject of conversation. The
encounters and their interpretations provide a vernacular
counternarrative to both the narrative of a new Chinese
empire (French 2014) and the Chinese state’s narrative of
nonimperial friendship. The counternarrative describes mi-
grants as vulnerable despite, or even because of, the ex-
pansion of Chinese capital. In these encounters, neither the
“imperial potentialities” of a rising China (Nielsen 2012) nor
the memories of past Sino-Tanzanian cooperation trans-
late into special privileges for Chinese migrants. But how
does one determine privilege or vulnerability when one
party has the economic capacity to pay while the other has
the sovereign capacity to detain? Both the specter of em-
pire, and the affirmation of its absence, in China-Africa dis-
courses are symptomatic of the broader challenge of de-
veloping a conceptual vocabulary for theorizing global in-
equalities in a South-South context.

Encounters with “street-level bureaucrats” (Lipsky
1980) generate debates among Chinese migrants regarding
the privileges, vulnerabilities, and agency of Chinese mi-
grants vis-à-vis the Tanzanian state. The debates concern
why Chinese migrants are vulnerable. Some attribute it to
the weakness of the Chinese state, or even the absence of a
Chinese colonial history in Africa. Others attribute it to the
defective ethics of some Chinese migrants. These attribu-
tions express theories of how status in a global hierarchy is
determined. They are theories about the nature of empire,
and a critical discourse on the character of the Chinese state
and of Chinese citizens. These contending explanations of-
ten turn on internal social distinctions that identify particu-
lar types of Chinese migrants as likely to engage in practices
that harm the image of China as a whole. This both reflects
the diversity of the Chinese presence in Tanzania and ex-
presses ambivalence about who can best represent “China”
in Tanzania.

Chinese migrants debate among themselves the ex-
tent to which they can shape how they are treated by
Tanzanian officials. Petty corruption poses a dilemma be-
cause these encounters are overdetermined, characterized
by “distributed agency” in which the ultimate responsi-
bility for the bribe is often deliberately ambiguous (En-
field and Kockelman 2017). For some Chinese migrants, to
pay or not to pay is a space for experimenting with differ-
ent ways of being a Chinese citizen abroad. To determine
who is responsible, and who has the capacity to change
these situations, one must examine the vectors of power
and ethical responsibility between Chinese and Tanzanians.
How Chinese migrants negotiate these encounters among

themselves provides a vernacular commentary on the
specter of “empire” in the China-Africa relationship, show-
ing how the unevenness of South-South ties is a space
where actors negotiate the ethics of global inequality.

Structural ambiguity and the specter of empire

Academic discussion of China-Africa relations has been
haunted by the specter of empire. Critics of this trope argue
that it attributes too much agency to the Chinese state while
neglecting the diversity of Chinese actors and the agency
of African actors (Lee 2017). Empire has also acquired the
status of a “disavowed disciplinary object” (Huang 2017)
among China-Africa scholars because “empire” invokes,
even if unintentionally, a sweeping moral condemnation
of “China,” particularly mainland Chinese migrants. Chi-
nese migrants in Africa face issues of economic privilege
alongside political vulnerability, as do Chinese communi-
ties in the Global North (Nyı́ri 2006). The historical legacies
of colonialism in Africa, however, mean that even Chinese
migrants themselves sometimes compare and contrast the
expansion of Chinese capital and migration with European
colonialism and empire.

The Chinese in Tanzania today are migrant en-
trepreneurs, managers, and employees of both private and
state-owned firms; they began to arrive in large numbers
in the early 2000s. The categories used to describe them,
whether by scholars or by migrants themselves, are impor-
tant because they imply an interpretation of power rela-
tions. If we already assume the existence of a Chinese impe-
rial formation, as do Western journalists like Howard French
(2014), then Chinese migrant experiences are “empire in
the details” (Lutz 2006), meaning everyday micropolitics
in which the vectors of power, privilege, and agency favor
Chinese migrants. Yet the inspection, detention, or extor-
tion of Chinese migrants by Tanzanian officials could also
constitute Tanzanian state sovereignty “in the details,” even
if many Chinese can pay officials thanks to their relative
wealth.

In this contradiction, the Chinese in Tanzania resem-
ble “middleman minorities” (Bonacich 1973), or groups that
lack political power but have economic power relative to
a local population. Like the Chinese of Southeast Asia and
the Indians in East Africa, they have had ambivalent rela-
tions with European colonial projects and the postcolonial
nation-states that succeeded them.

Chinese nationalist thinkers have long associated the
privileges and vulnerabilities of Chinese migrants out-
side China with the status of China in the world. Early
20th-century Chinese nationalists described a connection
between the discrimination against migrant Chinese in
Australia, North America, and other places to China’s
geopolitical weakness (Fitzgerald 2003). In 1949, Mao Tse-
tung announced that China had finally “stood up,” but
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early on, the Communists situated the revolution as part
of a global anti-imperial project. One of the implications
was that Chinese who resided or worked outside China,
whether long-standing migrants or short-term technical ex-
perts deployed by the state, could not claim privileges or
protection on the basis of China’s great power status. China
did not claim legal jurisdiction over migrant Chinese in
Southeast Asia (Abraham 2008), and in a deliberate inver-
sion of the neocolonial arrangements provided to Euro-
pean and American technical experts in Africa, the Chinese
state publicly renounced such “privileges” for the techni-
cal experts it sent there (Zhou 1964). The 30,000 Chinese
workers sent in the 1970s to construct the Tanzania-Zambia
railway were governed by a formally egalitarian model of
nonimperial relations (Monson 2009). Afro-Asian solidarity
rejected or sublimated the global racial hierarchies that had
informed the thought of earlier Chinese nationalists, who
imagined “black” Africa as an inferior foil to China’s capac-
ity to respond to imperialism and reach parity with the West
(Dikotter 1992). Instead, Africans and Chinese were inter-
pellated as common victims of Western (Europe and US)
imperialism.

As elsewhere in Africa, the rise of Chinese trade, in-
vestment, and migration in Tanzania since the early 2000s
has complicated this nonimperial positioning. The official
state discourse of Sino-Tanzanian friendship frames devel-
opment cooperation, especially at the state-to-state level, as
an extension of earlier anti-imperial principles. The emer-
gence of Chinese capital, however, also reflects changes in
the global economy since the beginning of trade liberaliza-
tion in the 1980s. The Chinese are only one of many groups
of foreign investors that have included South Africans,
Canadians, Indians, and Arabs of various nationalities
(Aminzade 2013; Schroeder 2012). They are distinct, how-
ever, because they have engaged in a much wider range of
economic activities, including trade, manufacturing, con-
struction, and services, at multiple scales, from large con-
struction firms building national infrastructure to small
trading shops importing garlic.

The earliest Chinese economic activities in indepen-
dent Tanzania were state-owned enterprises (SOEs), and
the first Chinese migrant entrepreneurs worked for them
before starting their own businesses. In the early 2000s,
traders, many from southern China, began selling Chinese
goods, and some of them later diversified into other sectors
such as manufacturing and construction. A few became
very wealthy and started business and hometown asso-
ciations. They were followed in the early 2010s by large
companies, both private and state owned. Most regis-
tered Chinese enterprises are private rather than Chinese
SOEs (Sun, Jayaram, and Kassiri 2017, 29). Diagnosing
the status of Chinese migrants in Tanzania is difficult be-
cause some resemble corporate “expatriates” employed by
large companies for short-term contracts, whereas others

resemble “migrants” working in sectors of the economy
long familiar to diasporic Indians. The uncertain relation-
ship between the rise of China and the status of different
kinds of Chinese migrants raises questions about China’s
role in the world, and the kind of citizens that Chinese
working and living outside China should be.

The everyday ethics of China-Africa relations

Encounters with petty corruption are a potent site for Chi-
nese migrants to reflect on these conditions because they
raise questions about ethical conduct and relative power
and vulnerability. The vectors of power in corruption can
go both ways. “Corruption” sometimes empowers ordinary
or marginalized people, facilitating access to resources for
those otherwise denied them (Degani 2017), and it may
even act as a form of counterpower diverting the state’s ends
(Yang 1994). Popular complicity in these practices, how-
ever, does not preclude a critique of corruption, particularly
when it is seen to help the few at the expense of the larger
community (Smith 2007).

In many contexts, however, one cannot avoid paying
bribes, and what it means to be “corrupt” can vary, leading
to “slippage among various ways of being ethical” (Tidey
2016, 673). What gets glossed as “corruption” in Weberian
accounts of the state is often the mediation of state-subject
encounters through the idiom of interpersonal ethics. Or-
dinary people and officials may both draw on the expecta-
tions of moral economy, particularly affection for kin and
the remembrance of gifts and favors (Degani 2017; Yang
1994). The situation is more complicated for Chinese who
are new to Tanzania because they often share few moral
idioms with Tanzanians and the exchanges may appear
more direct.3 Nonetheless, the expectations Chinese have of
Tanzanians as hosts, and of themselves as guests, is based
on ethical discourse. How each group interprets power rela-
tions plays an important role in ethical evaluation.

Chinese migrants often believe that the relationship
between China and Tanzania (and by extension, Africa) has
been a gift relationship.4 In such a relationship, it is as-
sumed that a recipient will feel compelled to reciprocate
in some capacity or else lose “face” (Yang 1994, 141). This
does not mean that the gift is always intended to create in-
equality, but rather that the gift generates implicit inequal-
ities based on ethical expectations. Chinese migrants are
often aware of the history of “Sino-Tanzania friendship”
and the construction of the Tanzania-Zambia Railway, and
this leads many of them to expect that Tanzanians will be
friendly to them. I did not hear Chinese migrants preemp-
tively express expectations of special privilege; rather, they
expressed resentment when they believed that they were
being harassed. When Tanzanian officials investigated them
and solicited bribes, some migrants saw these actions as ev-
idence of Africans’ “ingratitude.” Other migrants, however,
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openly criticized these discontents and saw them as reflect-
ing badly on the Chinese migrants themselves.

I became familiar with these encounters and debates
primarily through the stories Chinese interlocutors shared
with me and others in interviews and ordinary conver-
sation. I spent time with Chinese migrants, ranging from
wholesale traders to SOE engineers, who exchanged stories
about their problems with officials. As a white American,
my presence was frequently a stimulus for comparing their
experiences with the experiences they assumed I had had.
Chinese migrants measured the status of being Chinese in
Africa against the status of being European or American.

Imperial privileges denied

Discrimination by Tanzanian street-level bureaucrats led
Chinese migrants to claim that, despite China’s rise as a
global power, Chinese citizens abroad remain vulnerable.
In comparison, my Chinese interlocutors considered me to
possess a form of imperial privilege—which was denied to
them—based on my skin color and my US passport. Dur-
ing fieldwork, I did witness evidence of differential treat-
ment, but how my Chinese interlocutors understood this
difference was overdetermined, revealing competing ver-
nacular theories about the relationship between imperial-
ism, power, and status.

On multiple occasions, my Chinese interlocutors asked
me about a popular online rumor that US passports in-
clude the statement “No matter where you are, the United
States will always strongly back you.” The People’s Republic
of China passport, in contrast, instructs citizens to follow
the law of foreign countries, to respect local customs, and
not to embarrass China. The rumor also appeared in the
online response to the raid on Chinese wholesalers, when
Chinese migrants criticized the anticipated inaction of the
Chinese embassy. The rumor relates the inequalities be-
tween US and Chinese citizenship in the world to not only
inequalities of geopolitical power but also differences in the
willingness to be imperial.

On the several occasions when my Chinese interlocu-
tors and I compared our passports, we could not find these
statements. Nonetheless, my experiences with Tanzanian
street-level bureaucrats differed from theirs. Over a period
of 17 months, I was stopped only a few times on the street
by officials asking to see my visa, and these inspections con-
cluded without incident. A Chinese colleague who was like-
wise conducting fieldwork was stopped on three separate
occasions during his first week. The first two times, he was
stopped by plainclothes immigration officials while walking
around the wholesale market district of Kariakoo. The third
time, both he and the man he was accompanying, a Chinese
entrepreneur visiting from Angola to explore business op-
portunities, were detained for an afternoon until the man-
ager of their hotel presented their original passports and

visas. I lived in a hotel with many Chinese guests, and teams
of immigration officials would frequently make surprise vis-
its in the morning. These officials would spend a long time
with the Chinese guests, but in my case, my often physically
tattered permits were enough for me to pass inspection in
under a minute.

“Wow! You should have seen them look at Derek’s pass-
port!” exclaimed one of my Chinese neighbors to a friend
after a visit. Commenting on the tattered documents I had
provided, another guest complained that “they just bully
Chinese [qifu Zhongguoren]!”

The Chinese may be targeted, but they are not the only
ones who face regular inspections from street-level bureau-
crats. Despite being citizens, Tanzanians of Indian origin
have historically been a frequent target. Furthermore, or-
dinary Tanzanians of African descent, particularly informal
traders, were the subject of frequent police raids during my
research. My Tanzanian interlocutors tended to sympathize
with the Chinese because they were also primarily unhappy
with the government and the conduct of its officials.

Chinese interpretations of these inspections reflected
concerns about their status in the world. This led some to
imagine that US passport holders possessed a form of im-
perial immunity. One of my close interlocutors, Mr. Zhou,
exemplified this assumption when he tried to use my posi-
tionality to his advantage. Mr. Zhou had worked through-
out Africa for eight years as both an engineer for Chinese
construction companies and a private investor. He came to
Tanzania to buy precious metals for resale in Hong Kong.
The business was legal but highly risky, as proved when his
suppliers took his US$20,000 deposit, shut their office, and
ignored him.

In a bid to threaten them, Mr. Zhou told them he had
an “American partner” who would report the fraud to the US
embassy if the money was not returned. Mr. Zhou then tried
to recruit me to play the part of this “American partner” and
to make an appearance just to “scare them.” I tried to extri-
cate myself by arguing that the US embassy would likely not
intervene in a private case like this.

“It doesn’t matter,” he responded, continuing that
“Africans” do not fear Chinese people but “respect white
people.” “They are like little brothers, or dogs, around you,”
he said. But when I anonymously called the US embassy
asking for advice, Mr. Zhou also seemed genuinely sur-
prised that the person working at the US embassy advised
me to just go to the police.5

Mr. Zhou’s expectations that the US embassy would in-
tervene contrasted with his discontent about the Chinese
embassy. He did not seek help from them because they
preferred to “scold” Chinese migrants. “If you are in trou-
ble,” he explained, “they assume it is your fault.” Migrant
Chinese discontent with Chinese consular officials has been
widespread in Africa (McNamee 2012).6 Fantasies about
the privileges provided by US embassies reflect specific
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discontent with Chinese officials as much as they reflect the
practices of US officials.

The slippage between US citizenship and whiteness
furthermore bundles US imperialism with the long his-
tory of European colonialism in Africa. To Chinese, I was
not just an American but a Euro-American (Oumeiren),
or a Muzungu, the Kiswahili term for white foreigners
(Americans included), which Chinese migrants sometimes
used.7 In recent years, Chinese migrants have outnumbered
Euro-Americans in Tanzania, but they sometimes recognize
that even though China has supposedly moved ahead of
Europe in Africa, whiteness has nonetheless “retained its
undisputed, if contested, power of position” (Pierre 2013,
72). The Chinese did not command the same respect, were
not feared, and were even vulnerable to a variety of abuses,
a popular explanation asserted, because unlike the West,
China “never colonized” Africa. This explanation offers a
theory of white privilege based on histories of European
colonialism.8

Chinese interpretations of US imperialism extend ar-
guments about the afterlives of European colonialism, but
the contemporaneousness of US empire speaks more di-
rectly to Chinese imaginaries of their emerging place in the
world. For example, a young man who worked for a whole-
saling company once asserted that I was safe from being
robbed or killed because Tanzanians “feared” the conse-
quences; the US might attack them the way it did “Syria and
Iraq.” Whether or not he said this in jest, sentiments like this
evince a complex stance toward US imperialism and mili-
tarism. Chinese interlocutors, like Tanzanians, would crit-
icize the US for “starting wars” and would contrast this to
how the Chinese came to Africa only to do business, but
some, like Mr. Zhou, would nonetheless profess an admi-
ration for US military capacity.

Such explanations of why Euro-Americans are privi-
leged and Chinese are vulnerable in Africa entail an implicit
theory about the relationship between power, recognition,
and status: it is based on violence, or at least the potential
of violence in national military strength.

Another theory makes the opposite claim, namely
that the status of Chinese in Africa is superior to that of
Americans and Europeans because China lacks a colonial
history there, and because the Chinese presence is based
on investment rather than military interventions. Early
in my fieldwork in Uganda, before I came to Tanzania,
a Chinese migrant entrepreneur proudly compared the
“peaceful” Chinese approach to resolving conflicts to the
belligerent American approach (physically shaking me to
demonstrate), a characterization that blurs the conduct of
states and that of individuals.

Comments like these resonate with the Chinese state
narrative that Sino-African relations are based on friend-
ship and mutuality. They also align with some claims that
there is a Chinese theory of international politics based on

moral recognition and generosity rather than a Hegelian
recognition between master and slave, the type of recog-
nition invoked by Mr. Zhou (Chan 2013; Zhao 2009). But it
is a contested question whether generosity has translated
into Chinese being respected and well treated. The histori-
cal “gifts” China has provided, and the investment Chinese
migrants consider themselves to bring today, explain either
China’s prestige or how “Africans” have come to take ad-
vantage of “the Chinese.” In one surprising reversal of com-
paring China in Africa to the West, a young Chinese intern,
who had witnessed government officials soliciting bribes at
his company, warned me not to make the same mistakes as
China. Chinese investment and aid, he argued, had made
Tanzanians “greedy.”

Chinese discontent about supposed African “ingrat-
itude” for Chinese generosity is subject to critique from
other Chinese who propose a different explanation for the
vulnerability of Chinese citizens in Africa. Their explanation
shifts accountability from the agency of the Chinese state to
the moral character of Chinese citizens.

Being good citizens abroad

The rise of China in Africa has generated debates not only
about the Chinese state but also about the ethics of Chinese
migrants. If those like Mr. Zhou attribute the vulnerabili-
ties of global Chinese citizenship to consular reticence, oth-
ers attribute them to how Chinese migrants conduct them-
selves in Africa: whether they follow the law and whether
their expectations are reasonable. This countercritique ex-
presses concerns about how the ethics of entrepreneurial
migrants affects the status of China in Tanzania as
nonimperial.

The perspective was well articulated after the raid on
wholesalers in a series of online postings from members of
the Chinese community associated with the main Chinese
business associations. One of the posters asked whether
the Chinese who complained about their treatment in
Tanzania had the proper visas and licenses for their busi-
nesses. Responding to people who wanted to organize
a visit to the Chinese embassy, one person wrote that
they had been in Tanzania many years and faced many
problems, but “learned to fix myself.” They elaborated
that

rather than violence, our country has given Africa
a lot of aid, but if we live here every day with the
attitude that people owe you, you will eventually
just disappoint yourself. If you think about it, you
are surviving in another person’s land, every day you
are earning their money, they provide you a good
living environment, a good economic environment.
Everyone says Africa is behind China 20 to 30 years, so
the opportunities you missed 20 years ago have come
again.
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This comment encapsulates the argument that
Chinese migrants are themselves responsible for their
treatment, and that this responsibility involves adjusting
their understanding of their place in Tanzania. The poster
addresses the sentiment that Tanzanians are “ungrateful”
for Chinese generosity by reversing the argument and
suggesting that Chinese should actually be grateful to
Tanzanians for providing them business opportunities they
“missed” in China. The last comment reflects a judgment
that the people who go to Africa are those who missed the
opportunities of China’s reform and opening period

The posting prompted someone to remark that this was
the same talk as that of the Chinese business associations,
which themselves echoed the embassy in encouraging Chi-
nese migrants to reflect on their own behavior rather than
criticize Tanzania. The respondent’s criticism reflects the
rejection of this stance. The respondent even accused the
poster of being insincere and of dictating instructions from
the Chinese embassy.

The resentment expressed toward the embassy and the
Chinese associations reflects Mr. Zhou’s complaint that the
Chinese state prefers to “scold” rather than assist its citi-
zens. In 2014, in a news interview, the Chinese ambassador
to Tanzania, Lu Youqing, criticized the behavior of some
Chinese who engaged in such illegal practices as purchasing
ivory, complaining that no other foreign embassy in Tanza-
nia has had as many consular problems with its own citi-
zens (Lau 2014). This was followed the same year by Chinese
news articles interviewing representatives of Chinese asso-
ciations criticizing migrants for not studying Tanzanian law
and being too eager to “open roads with cash [na qian kai
lu],” that is, to bribe.9

From this perspective, even the rumor that the Chinese
passport includes a didactic command to behave, rather
than a promise of imperial protection, can be reimagined as
a critique of Chinese migrants. The middle-aged manager of
a factory in Dar es Salaam explained to me during an inter-
view that the passport rumor exists because “Chinese think-
ing is very complicated.” He explained the Chinese search
for legal loopholes and pay bribes. Euro-Americans, in con-
trast, would refuse to pay bribes, so he claimed, and instead
seek legal resolutions to conflicts. Like those who explain
Chinese vulnerability as a consequence of having never col-
onized, Euro-America is evoked again as a standard against
which China falls short, this time in following the law.

The positionality of the Chinese migrants who make
such criticisms varies, but the targets of their criticisms of-
ten turn on recognizable axes of social distinction, sub-
dividing “the Chinese” and identifying particular types as
more likely to engage in illegal or illicit practices. For exam-
ple, a middle-aged woman from northern China who had
worked as a freelance writer, and who wanted to open a Chi-
nese clinic, stopped herself once when she was about to de-
scribe Chinese migrants in another African country she had

visited. “Sorry, [you are] a foreign friend,” she said, before
saying with some hesitation that there are Chinese in that
country, but also “other Chinese [lingwai de Zhongguoren].”

The “other Chinese” are identified by multiple la-
bels that don’t always overlap, are not always precise, but
nonetheless reflect intra-Chinese axes of social distinction.
For example, a young Chinese woman from Shanghai de-
scribed how she used to think all Chinese were like the peo-
ple she knew in Shanghai. The Chinese she met in Tanzania
were of a different type; they were “rural” and hen tu (lit.
“very earth,” meaning “very low class”). The people she re-
ferred to did not all come from villages, but her comments
reflected the viewpoint of an urban Shanghainese.

Northern Chinese migrants would sometimes speak to
me in hushed tones about the behavior of southern Chi-
nese (nanfangren), a group known for their business acu-
men. One younger woman who worked for a Chinese com-
pany whispered to me and a Chinese friend that “Chinese
companies are bad, Chinese people are bad.” When I asked
for clarification, she said that “they do anything for money”
and that as a “northerner,” she found it hard to understand
the “southerners” who ran the company.

Chinese working for large Chinese companies or SOEs
sometimes criticized the Chinese who worked as traders.
One middle-aged male engineer told me he did not like go-
ing to Kariakoo because each time he went, he got stopped
by immigration officials. He blamed this primarily on the
Chinese traders who worked there, who, he said, lacked
proper immigration documents.

Each of these examples involves an interlocutor whose
Chinese identity, particularly vis-à-vis a foreign inter-
locutor, is threatened by internal others who are seen to
embody a problematic Chineseness. The identity of these
others may be coded “rural,” “southern,” or people of low
“quality [suzhi],” all categories that have appeared in China
in connection with anxieties about China’s place in the
world and the process of reform (Anagnost 1997; Zhang
2001). The identifications are not always precise, but they
display fractal recursivity, shifting downward depending on
the position of the speaker (Irvine and Gal 2009). A com-
mon thread is the moral criticism of migrant entrepreneurs,
whose motivation to accumulate profits leads them to prob-
lematic behavior. They are sometimes held to contribute to
the vulnerability of other Chinese, as in the case of immi-
gration officials stopping an SOE engineer because of how
traders have acted.

The distinctions that people made did not always
map onto the social differences I observed. The traders in
Kariakoo, for example, came from a range of backgrounds,
many having worked in wholesale markets in Yiwu or
Guangzhou, and some even in SOEs, rather than the “rural
villages” assumed by my Shanghai interlocutor. Further-
more, the criticism of business ethics was made by Chinese
from a range of positions, including traders. Nonetheless,
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the criticisms posited a distinction between licit and illicit
practices that people then mapped onto distinctions of
class, region, and economic activity.

The most significant distinction may be between those
who publicly aligned with the Chinese state and its nar-
ratives, and those who maintained a distance from them.
The former include the managers of SOE construction and
infrastructure projects, and large private companies from
China. They also include private entrepreneurs who first
came to Tanzania in the 2000s as traders, became wealthy,
expanded and diversified their businesses, and founded
hometown and business associations. These associations
have often cooperated closely with the Chinese embassy
to mediate conflicts that have arisen between Chinese and
Tanzanians. One of these leaders, Mr. Guo, presented him-
self during our interview as someone who had taught Chi-
nese migrants how to behave in Tanzania, and as someone
on the lookout for people who might cause problems. In
2015, for example, he said he was closely “watching” a group
of Cantonese who had begun fishing in Zanzibar. He was ev-
idently worried that some of them might violate Tanzanian
fishing laws.

But I also encountered considerable skepticism toward
the associations. Many migrants saw them as vehicles for
the “benefit [liyi]” of their leaders, a way to accrue social
and symbolic capital. Like the Chinese embassy, they were
“useless” at helping migrants. One hometown association
head responded to this when he complained to me about
migrants who had unrealistic expectations. If someone was
in trouble with Tanzanian authorities because they had bro-
ken the law, for example, there was nothing they could do to
help.

These kinds of tensions resonate with other instances
of conflict between imperial states and their settlers and so-
journers (for examples from the United States and imperial
China, respectively, see Scully 2001; Shepherd 1993). But
they also reflect anxieties particular to contemporary China
regarding the conduct of those migrants “not authorized
by the Chinese state to chart moral careers as Chinese
cosmopolitans” (Chu 2010, 10). Concerns about Fujianese
migrants, for example, began with concerns about illegal
migration to the United States. Many southern Chinese
see migration to Africa as an extension of global migration
strategies rather than the product of the Chinese state’s
projects in Africa. If concerns about Chinese migrants re-
flect concerns about the image of China in the global order,
then in Africa, where histories of European colonialism
are often the benchmark against which China is rightly or
wrongly measured, concerns about Chinese migrants also
reflect the state’s effort to frame the relationship as benefi-
cial, nonexploitative, and conspicuously nonimperial.

Unlike SOEs, which face a different set of motivations
from just profit, the state has less control over private busi-
nesses that are motivated by profit (Lee 2017). The Chinese

embassy publicly praises the contribution of private Chi-
nese capital to Tanzanian development, but the regular ex-
hortations to follow the law reflect the risks that the profit
motive poses to the maintenance of harmony. This is a risk
for both the Chinese state and Chinese migrants with deep
economic and social investments in the country. Prejudices
about southern Chinese and their business acumen in this
respect reflect similar prejudices in China that have accom-
panied economic reform and growth over the last 40 years
(Zhang 2001, 52).

Chinese traders are particularly problematic for the
state’s framing because they are “middlemen” understood
to sell “cheap” goods, compete with Tanzanian traders, pro-
vide a very limited amount of permanent employment for
Tanzanians, and send their profits back to China.10 When
a Tanzanian government minister announced a planned
crackdown in 2011, one Chinese migrant blogger sympa-
thized with the Tanzanian government and argued that the
traders had brought this on themselves. Chinese criticism of
Chinese traders overlapped with that of Tanzanian traders
who criticized Chinese for opening shops and operating the
kinds of businesses they argued Tanzanians should do. After
the raid on wholesalers, one Tanzanian trader shrugged and
pointed out that the Chinese should not complain, because
if he were to open a shop in China without legal documents,
he would be arrested. Such traders tended to criticize the
Tanzanian government for insufficiently cracking down on
Chinese wholesalers, pointing out that the Chinese govern-
ment is willing to do the same to Africans in China.

Tanzanian officials do not target Chinese traders
exclusively, however. Employees at Chinese SOEs fulfilling
contracts for the Tanzanian government have also had to
occasionally pay bribes to get out of certain situations.
Nonetheless, the logic of the critique of Chinese migrant
behavior was that if you follow the law, if you have all the
documents correctly prepared, there is no reason to fear
or worry about officials who could find errors to exploit.
In practice, these encounters are often overdetermined by
circumstance, and determining who is responsible is more
difficult.

Determining agency when paying bribes

The argument that Chinese migrants made themselves
vulnerable is premised on the assumption that, hold-
ing the motivations of individual Tanzanian officials
constant, Chinese migrants could improve their ex-
perience if they familiarized themselves with the law
and avoided compromising situations to begin with.
In other words, Chinese migrants could exert agency.
I also met those who were impatient with this argu-
ment and considered it either naive or disconnected
from the everyday experience and pragmatics of doing
business.
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For example, my Chinese colleague who was detained
by immigration officials told other guests afterward at his
hotel that he was unconcerned during the arrest because
his papers were in order. Another man at the table started
shaking his head sympathetically, telling my colleague that
he did not understand the arresting officials’ “thinking
[sixiang].”

“[The Tanzanian officials] want us to pay a bribe!” he
exclaimed. He proceeded to describe a series of encoun-
ters in which street-level bureaucrats confronted him, his
coworkers, or his friends for legal infractions that they were
unaware of and that they had had no intention of violat-
ing. Even in situations in which Chinese migrants might be
legally exonerated, it was sometimes more expedient to pay
the bribe in order to proceed with one’s own business.

The idea that “they want us to pay” suggests that who
is responsible in initiating the bribe is ambiguous. Chinese
migrants overwhelmingly attribute street-level bureaucrats
with the intention to extort, but a more complex evaluative
politics seems to be at work, as suggested by the criticism of
migrants from other Chinese for not just paying bribes but
being preemptively willing to pay them.

Tanzanian officials inspecting Chinese migrants rarely
begin with a direct request for money. Instead, they present
themselves as officials duly enforcing the law. If and when a
problem is discovered, the consequences they describe are
legal (arrest, fines, and deportation). The transformation of
this encounter into a transactional exchange can happen
gradually, with deliberate ambiguity as to who is responsi-
ble. Mr. Zhen, a Chinese employee of a company housed on
a Tanzanian government-owned property, experienced this
one afternoon after he invited me over. The head of security,
a military police officer, demanded to know why Mr. Zhen
had allowed a guest on a government property. Mr. Zhen at-
tempted to apologize, but the officials threatened to take me
away and deport me. But they also began to talk about how
they needed to “calculate” the damage my visit had done to
national security. Eventually, Mr. Zhen asked to talk to them
outside. Outside, the official started asking him, “What are
we going to do to resolve this?”

Zhen: “How about I give you and your friend 50,000
[about US$25]?”

Official [smiling]: “Why not 100,000 [about US$50]?”
Before leaving, the official, in a friendly manner, re-

minded Mr. Zhen to just apply for permission from them
the next time I wanted to visit.

What began with anger and threats ended with smiles
and handshakes. This kind of interaction is not exclusive
to the Chinese; it also takes place between officials and or-
dinary Tanzanians. There is a ritual process that proceeds
from a threat to a resolution.

With experience, one can immediately recognize
whether an official is seeking a bribe and know how to
follow the script. I suspected this was the case when the

officials arrived, but there was still a moment when I con-
templated that I would be arrested and potentially deported
in the middle of my fieldwork.

Experiences like these can encourage migrants to pre-
judge officials’ motives and lead them to more quickly offer
the bribe, which in turn can reinforce the idea among offi-
cials that Chinese are willing to pay bribes to resolve prob-
lems. Chinese who are new to Tanzania, having heard about
tips, sometimes get advice from others during conversation
about the ordinary rates they should expect to pay.

Chinese migrants orient to these exchanges in a com-
plex way. They consider them burdensome and tiring, but
accept them as the unavoidable cost of doing business. Dur-
ing a conversation I witnessed, for example, a young man
was worried about the paperwork he needed to complete
in order to start his business. He was reassured by a friend
that if an official came to bother him, he could just pay a
tip. “The good thing about Tanzania is you can pay,” an-
other businessman told me during an interview. In these
situations, paying bribes signifies not vulnerability but situ-
ational empowerment.

For example, during a conversation between two Chi-
nese businessmen, one of them said he feared he would be
inspected over his incomplete visa documents. His friend,
who was opening a factory in Tanzania, reassured him by
telling him that Tanzanian officials were “just earth gods
[tudi shen],” a reference to an analogy made in China be-
tween providing gifts to local officials and the ritual offer-
ings made to the localized tutelary deities found throughout
China. If you don’t pay either of them, he explained, they get
“angry” and give you problems.

These situations demonstrate that Chinese migrants
are neither exclusively privileged nor vulnerable in their
relationships to the Tanzanian state. On the one hand,
Tanzanian officials invoke the sovereign capacity of the
state to detain migrants. On the other hand, Chinese mi-
grants can evade the law by paying civil servants, evi-
dence of their economic power in Tanzania. In contrast,
Tanzanian informal retailers largely cannot mobilize such
resources. Rather than a consistent inequality, these ex-
changes may be understood as conversions between eco-
nomic and political capital with different exchange rates de-
pending on the context.11 Indians in Tanzania have faced a
similar doubling of privilege and vulnerability. For example,
there is a Tanzanian police checkpoint set up every Sun-
day near the entrance to Upanga, a relatively wealthy and
predominantly Indian neighborhood. Those driving out of
Upanga on Sundays are usually Indian families on their
way to shop or go to the beach. Chinese who live in Up-
anga also get stopped by police officers looking for traffic
violations.

The ambiguity of power is reflected in the performance
of these interactions. For example, in soliciting a bribe from
Mr. Zhen, the official himself adopted two different roles

144



Weak passports and bad behavior � American Ethnologist

during the interaction. He first positioned himself as an un-
yielding protector of Tanzanian sovereignty but later as a
flexible friend. Chinese migrants as well can inhabit dif-
ferent roles. During the interaction, Mr. Zhen maintained
the position of an apologetic guest until the final moment,
when he invited the officials to follow him outside.

The shifting positions taken by the actors in this inter-
action index the ambiguity of responsibility. Narratives that
blame Chinese migrants, Tanzanian officials, or even the
weakness of the Chinese state for these encounters are to
some extent etiological myths, in the sense of myth not as
“false” story but rather as one that justifies a moral order-
ing of the world. Isolating moral agency, when corruption in
facts involves “distributed agency” between actors, is, if not
arbitrary, itself the site of the politics and ethics of account-
ability (Enfield and Kockelman 2017). Who is responsible?
How should one conduct oneself in such a situation? Ques-
tions of conduct here are about more than simply tactics,
but they also bear on contending forms of ethical subject-
hood (Tidey 2016). Discontent about the position of Chi-
nese in Tanzania, and the image of Chinese in the world
more generally, can shape how Chinese residents structure
their own conduct in Tanzania.

How to not pay a bribe: Notes from a road trip

Despite the prevalent idea that paying tips is inevitable,
some Chinese migrants experiment with different ap-
proaches. To a certain extent, familiarity with the exchange
of gifts and favors in China leads some migrants to antici-
pate that interactions with Tanzanian officials will be sim-
ilar, as in the case of the small factory owner who called
Tanzanian officials earth gods. When I accompanied him
to apply for business licenses in government ministries, I
saw him actively trying to make friends with the people be-
hind the desk, even telling one person, in English, that if
they were to personally handle his application, he would be
“very thankful.”

Some Tanzanians think that Chinese investors are bet-
ter adapted to doing business in Tanzania than Europeans
or Americans because they are willing to pay bribes. For ex-
ample, the son of a government official once told me that
the Chinese, like Indians and Arabs, understand the “cul-
ture,” namely the expectation that officials will want some-
thing “extra.” Implicitly contrasting these investors with Eu-
ropeans and Americans, he suggested that the Chinese and
other Asians relied on a particular non-Western cultural in-
timacy in their dealings with Africa.

My Chinese interlocutors, however, often insisted that
corruption in Tanzania was more “exaggerated
[kuazhuang]” than in China. Tanzanian officials would
ask for money “directly,” whereas the requests of Chinese
officials were subtle and based on long-term relationships
and implicit understandings about delayed reciprocity.

Responding to officials provides a space for experimenting
with different approaches, which Chinese compare not just
in terms of their effectiveness, but also in terms of their
bearing on different possible forms of Chinese identity in
the world. This was driven home for me during a business
road trip I took with several Chinese men. We knew that
traffic cops would stop us, but how to respond to them was
a subject of debate. It was possible, the driver suggested,
that if I rode in the front seat, the cops would see my white
face and not stop us, an assumption that proved wrong.

A friend of ours suggested we take an aggressive ap-
proach that emphasized the importance of our home coun-
tries to Tanzania. If a cop stopped us, we should yell at him
and ask him, “Do you know how much China, or the United
States, has given to you!?”

A Tanzanian man of Indian origin, who was partnering
with the Chinese entrepreneur behind this trip, assured us
the officers were not strict, “just hungry.” He said he never
paid bribes or even showed his license. When they would
stop him, he would just “talk to them,” telling them the li-
cense was in the back and too hard to get.

On the road, we would often get stopped for speeding.
Police officers had detectors that displayed our speed and
images of our vehicle. Each traffic stop began in a similar
fashion. The officer would come to the car, show us the im-
age, and inform us that we needed to pay a fine of 35,000
Tanzanian shillings (US$15). In only one case the officer
told us that it would be 35,000 shillings with a receipt, or
20,000 without a receipt. In most cases, it was our Chinese
driver who would first propose a smaller amount without a
receipt. Because the driver did not speak English or Swahili,
he would take out a 5,000 Tanzanian shilling bill and slip it
to the officer. The officer would propose a larger amount,
but others would refuse and insist we had to pay the full le-
gal fine. This would lead to us sitting by the road for an ex-
tended time while the officer went back to visit other drivers
he had stopped.

The first time we paid, a man in the back seat offered
the officer a bottle of water as well. After this, Mr. Dong, a
Chinese man who had been in Tanzania for 10 years, told
us we should not pay anything, not even the legal fine, be-
cause this only made cops think that Chinese are easy to
solicit bribes from. At multiple stops, he would talk to the
officer at length in a mixture of English and Swahili, assert-
ing that he was a Tanzanian just like them and that we had
been stopped too many times already. We were surprised
when this worked on a few occasions. The smiling officer
would wave us on.

In one instance, the officer who stopped us would ac-
cept only our payment of the legal fine. There was one
Tanzanian coworker in the car who became impatient.
He pointed out how even a government official stopped in
the car in front of us was unable to talk their way out of the
ticket with this officer.
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The variety of strategies displayed here entailed per-
forming or enacting different possible kinds of global
Chineseness. The advice to scold police officers drew on
assumed imperial rights in an unequal global relationship
that evokes US power. The payment of bribes was criti-
cized in the car as a “Chinese” habit that makes these situa-
tions more likely to occur. Pretending to be unable to speak
any language other than Chinese drew on and reinforced
stereotypes of Chinese as duplicitous or at least as insuffi-
ciently cosmopolitan. Mr. Dong’s English-Swahili verbosity
to get off without payment, in contrast, was based on ex-
tended experience in the country and a greater familiarity
with the efficacy of wataniana (Swahili: “joking around”).
It also resembled the advice given by the Indian-Tanzanian
man based on his own experience.

How people talked about their approaches demon-
strated not only a concern with the pragmatics of how to
avoid personal difficulties, but also invocations of collec-
tive responsibility to the Chinese community as a whole.
Mr. Tian, a young entrepreneur attempting to start an e-
commerce company in Tanzania, recounted to me one
evening a conversation he had had with a similarly aged
entrepreneur the previous evening. They had discussed the
problem of Chinese migrants’ lacking legal documents and
their paying bribes to deal with troublesome officials. This
was a flaw of the older generation, the two young men con-
cluded. They then agreed between themselves never to pay
a bribe to officials. If Chinese began responding to inspec-
tions by taking advantage of their legal rights, he continued,
the Tanzanian perception of Chinese might change, and it
would be less likely that Tanzanians could “bully [qifu]” the
Chinese.

It was therefore with shock when, after the raid on
Chinese wholesalers, I saw Mr. Tian’s picture in several
Tanzanian newspapers. He had been arrested during the
immigration crackdown and accused of lacking proper
papers. The press had been invited along for the arrest, and
a photograph of the detention headlined stories about the
larger national raid. Despite Mr. Tian’s comments about
other Chinese, the norms of business practice were always
precarious.

Chinese who ran afoul of immigration law often did so
less from intent than from a lack of clarity about immigra-
tion procedures. Moreover, they were exposed to inspection
during the periods when they waited for delayed visas. Pay-
ing “tips” would forestall such difficulties, but Mr. Tian had
pledged not to do so if he was not legally at fault. Would Mr.
Tian have broken his pledge and paid the official to avoid ar-
rest? Or would he have been arrested because of his pledge?
Both situations are only speculative because the presence
of the media meant that this was not an ordinary arrest. It
was a public demonstration of the efficacy of the new Magu-
fuli administration’s immigration raids and anticorruption
efforts. Mr. Tian’s personal projects and efforts to not only

distinguish himself from other Chinese investors but also
to improve the image of Chinese were ultimately rendered
moot when he was interpellated by the Tanzanian immigra-
tion services and media as an unlawful Chinese subject. Mr.
Tian was released, but shortly after he abandoned his enter-
prise and returned to China.

Chinese migrants are not prevented from being inter-
pellated as Chinese by the diverse ways they operate in Tan-
zania or by the diverse stances they take toward the practice
of “tips.” Thus the fates of strangers are tied closer together
than they might otherwise wish. The attention to percep-
tions drives multiple projects to improve the conduct of
Chinese citizens abroad. These projects often turn on the
politics of intra-Chinese social distinction, but they also, as
Tian’s story demonstrates, turn on individual projects that
are as much about the moral presentation of self as they are
about the pragmatics of doing business. Whether Chinese
migrants’ privileges and vulnerabilities are necessarily de-
termined by the strength of the Chinese state in the world,
or by the behavior of other migrants, Chinese in Tanzania
recognize a close relationship between their everyday ex-
periences and the character of the Chinese-Tanzanian re-
lationship “in the details.”

Conclusion: South-South negotiations and the
ethics of global inequality

Encounters with street-level bureaucrats generate debates
about the privileges and vulnerabilities of being Chinese
in the world. Narratives of Chinese migrant vulnerability
offer a counternarrative to both narratives of an emergent
Chinese empire and narratives of Sino-African friendship.
Chinese migrants debate who is responsible for this vul-
nerability, that is, who has agency and responsibility for
determining the status of China and Chinese citizens. Some
migrants attribute the problem to the perceived weakness
or reticence of the Chinese state to protect Chinese citizens.
This attitude is reflected in the popular rumor that the US
passport includes language granting American citizens a
form of imperial immunity. Chinese migrant understand-
ings of US citizenship and white privilege are based on
theories that link status to imperial violence. From this
perspective, the mistreatment of Chinese in Africa is a
consequence of China’s lack of a colonial history on the
continent.

One implication of this theory is that some Chinese mi-
grants believe that the Chinese state should play a more ac-
tive military and political role in the world, to openly depart
from the “noninterference policy” and become the kind of
state its geopolitical rivals accuse it of becoming. A sense
of historical inevitability often accompanies narratives of
the rise of China, an assumption that China’s future trajec-
tory will repeat the trajectory of European and American
imperialism (French 2014). Posed against such inevitability
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are other mappings of China’s place in the world and
other theories about global order. These include both the
legacy of China’s cooperation with African states during the
period of decolonization, and claims that China’s rise offers
opportunities for promoting a world order that would not
be based on empire or hegemony (Zhao 2009). Both these
visions, however, tend to elide unevenness and inequality
within the global economy, and the ethical and politi-
cal implications of the resulting exchange relationships.
This is evident in vernacular migrant discourses about
the “ingratitude” of Africans for Chinese investment and
aid.

These vernacular migrant discourses are subject to a
counterclaim that shifts responsibility for the vulnerability
of Chinese abroad to the ethics of Chinese migrants them-
selves. The argument is that Chinese migrants have agency
and responsibility for how they are treated in Tanzania.
The reason street-level bureaucrats target Chinese, the logic
goes, is that they don’t follow the law, and if they are caught,
they are willing to pay bribes. Like discontent with the Chi-
nese state for falling short of the imperial protections of the
United States, this discontent centers on Chinese citizens
who fall short of the models of global citizenship associated
with “Euro-America.”

This judgment targets particular kinds of Chinese as
more likely than others to engage in such activities. The
axes of social distinction vary based on the positionality of
the speaker, but they generally reflect those who align with
the Chinese state and Chinese state capital. The criticism
of Chinese migrants also raises a larger question about the
relationship between economic activities driven by a profit
motive and the Chinese state’s framing of South-South co-
operation as nonimperial.

These two contending explanations for vulnerability
of migrant Chinese highlight either the state’s agency in
determining citizens’ status or migrants’ agency in deter-
mining their own status. The agency of Chinese migrants
is problematized, however, by their interactions with
Tanzanian officials. Corruption encounters are character-
ized by a “distributed agency” in which responsibility for
the bribe can be deliberately ambiguous. Narratives that
blame Chinese migrants, Tanzanian officials, or even the
weakness of the Chinese state for these encounters are to
some extent etiological myths. Isolating moral agency when
corruption involves “distributed agency” between actors is
a matter of politics (Enfield and Kockelman 2017). Chinese
migrants experiment with different approaches to handling
officials, and some even seek to contribute to changing
the image of the Chinese as a whole. There are, however,
limits to these efforts, as seen dramatically in the case of
Mr. Tian.

This leads back to the question whether Chinese
migrants are privileged or vulnerable in Tanzania. How
does one determine privilege when one party has the

capacity to pay and the other has the capacity to detain?
This is why ethical evaluation cannot be analytically sep-
arated from political evaluation, that is, considerations of
“structure, power, and interest” (Lambek 2010, 1). Ethical
discourses often involve accounting for one’s own actions
and those of others (Keane 2010). Actions may be evaluated
to be the consequence of particular “dispositions” or the
consequence of “situations” (Stafford 2013, 102–3). For ex-
ample, my interlocutors inferred from the petty corruption
between Chinese expatriates and Tanzanian street-level
bureaucrats negative judgments about the propensity of
either “Africans” or “Chinese” to corruption, but they also
inferred the argument that one cannot handle day-to-day
business without paying bribes. Inequality is relevant to
making attributions of responsibility because a person’s
capacity to act in particular ways, and to have particular ef-
fects, may be unevenly distributed. Judging the distribution
of power is itself a matter of evaluation, which is why eth-
ical evaluations are always political evaluations (and vice
versa).

The close relationship between ethical and political
evaluations explains the relevance of “empire” to the dis-
cussion of relations between China and Africa, and to new
South-South relationships more broadly. Critics of using
“empire” to describe China in Africa argue that the con-
cept attributes too much agency to the Chinese state while
also neglecting the agency of African agents (Lee 2017).
When ordinary Tanzanians criticize Chinese migration or
investment, they hold the state, rather than China, primar-
ily responsible, and they do so based on moral evaluations
of their leaders (Sheridan 2017). The comparison between
China and the United States or Europe is secondary. When
China is accused of imperialism by American or European
officials and scholars, and when, vice versa, those who re-
ject this accusation argue that the United States and Euro-
pean states are unequivocally more imperialist, the debate
is really about a West-East comparison rather than a cri-
tique of the structural forms of inequality that constrain and
enable the agency of different actors.

Notwithstanding the problematic use of the concept
of “empire” by scholars or journalists evaluating China-
Africa relations, ordinary Chinese confront the concept in
the course of everyday interactions that raise questions
about their agency vis-à-vis Tanzanian officials. During the
road trip I participated in, I witnessed migrant Chinese de-
bating different models of being Chinese in Africa. Some
models followed imperialist assumptions, and others drew
on forms of cultural intimacy familiar to Tanzanians of
Indian and African origin. These show that global imagi-
naries play a role in answering the question of how un-
equally situated actors should relate to each other. Debates
about the character of China-Africa and South-South rela-
tions may be seen through this lens. If an earlier moment
of anti-imperial solidarity was premised on the vision of
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a world order otherwise, the specter of empire in South-
South encounters testifies to the lingering problem of
inequality.
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1. Real names are used for widely known government officials,
but all other interlocutors are identified by pseudonyms.

2. All translations are mine.
3. The lack of a common idiom is not distinct to Chinese en-

counters with Africans, but it has also existed among Chinese, for
example, in encounters between Chinese from mainland China
and Hong Kong during the early reform period (cf. Smart 1993).

4. The assumption neglects the fact that Sino-African assistance
is not unidirectional. For example, Tanzania helped China obtain
the UN Security Council seat in 1971.

5. Calling the police was out of the question for Mr. Zhou be-
cause he believed the men who defrauded him had police connec-
tions.

6. Mr. Zhou based his opinions primarily on his experience in
Angola.

7. Fieldwork among Chinese was conducted in Mandarin; field-
work among Tanzanians was conducted in Swahili and occasion-
ally English.

8. Tanzanians offered similar theories to explain white privilege
among Tanzanians, but their theories about the status of Chinese
related to the quality of Chinese products and the kinds of work
Chinese migrants did (Sheridan 2017).

9. The original articles are no longer available online.
10. Chinese wholesale traders have, however, indirectly em-

ployed many more informal traders (Sheridan 2017).
11. I credit one of my anonymous reviewers for this wording and

insight.
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