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ABSTRACT
What kinds of “friendship” are possible between unequally situated actors 
in the global economy? In this article, I recast the anthropology of global 
relationships through an ethnography of interpersonal relationships. The 
presence of Chinese migrant entrepreneurs in Tanzania—like other emer-
gent “South–South” connections—provides an opportunity for exploring 
how the terms of global inequalities are negotiated in everyday interac-
tions. Historical narratives of “Sino-Tanzanian Friendship” have invested 
interpersonal interactions between Chinese and Tanzanians with added se-
miotic significance. Based on 16 months of ethnographic fieldwork among 
Chinese wholesale traders in the Kariakoo market district of Dar es Salaam, 
I examine the pragmatics and ethics of greeting strangers among Chinese 
and Tanzanian interlocutors. In particular, I assess the claim that “Chinese 
don’t greet” either Tanzanians or each other. Tanzanian and Chinese inter-
pretations of these refused greetings reveal a symmetrical evaluation and 
suspicion that the other seeks relationships only for instrumental, rather 
than emotional, reasons. I argue that this is based not just on differing 
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cultural idioms, but also the potential economic relationships between the 
actors, shaped in this case by global material inequalities between China 
and Africa. Adopting the concept of “mutuality” to mean interconnections 
between actors—which precede either the agency or intention of the ac-
tors themselves—I argue that material conditions of inequality and market 
competition between Chinese traders and Tanzanians shape the potential-
ity of relationships. These complicate the historical narrative of “friendship,” 
but are nonetheless registered in emergent forms of joking relationships 
between Chinese and Tanzanians, which index shifting global arrange-
ments. [Keywords: China–Africa, mutuality, greetings, interpersonal ethics, 
inequality, strangers, friendship]

When Ms. Wang1 first came to Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, to work in 
her older brother and sister-in-law’s tire shop, she walked with them 

through the crowded bustling wholesale market of Kariakoo. On street 
after street, inexpensive shoes, clothing, diapers, plumbing supplies, and 
auto parts—most of them Chinese-produced goods—circulate between 
innumerable wholesalers, retailers, petty traders, middlemen, and cus-
tomers. Sprinkled amidst the crowd were Chinese men and women mov-
ing about. Ms. Wang found that most of the Chinese ignored her, but up 
and down the street, Tanzanian petty traders called out “Mchina!” (sw. 
Chinese!), “mambo!” (sw. hello!), and even “nǐ hǎo” (你好, ch. hello).2

“Tanzanians are very enthusiastic [热情, ch. rèqíng]!” Ms. Wang would 
recount to me in an interview. They reminded her of people in Chinese rural 
villages. During one of these early walks, however, her sister-in-law turned 
to her, and warned her not to respond to these greetings. Those who greet 
may seem friendly, she explained, but they are bad people. Although there 
was undeniably a gendered dimension to this warning—the greeters were 
predominantly men—the greetings extended just as frequently to men, 
and Chinese men also expressed suspicion towards greetings extend-
ed to them by Tanzanian strangers. “I don’t like that,” a male investor 
from Guangzhou staying at my hotel remarked one evening after we had 
passed a young Tanzanian man who greeted us with “mambo!”

In the past several decades, increased trade between Tanzania and 
China has been accompanied—as it has throughout Africa—by an increas-
ing number of entrepreneurial migrants from China who have engaged in 
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everything from wholesale trading, to construction, to light manufacturing. 
These expatriates, numbering anywhere from 30,000–70,000 people,3 are 
part of a Chinese presence, which is not a singular formation, but rather 
an assemblage of separate, distinct projects and processes at multiple 
scales, ranging from large construction projects built by state-owned com-
panies to small private businesses. These all contribute to a “China-in-
Africa,” which means different things to different people. Of the several 
hundred Cinese I met while conducting 16 months of fieldwork between 
2013 and 2016, I predominantly spent time with wholesale traders from 
both southern and northeast China who arrived in Tanzania beginning as 
early as 2000, although the majority had only arrived within the last few 
years. My fieldwork was conducted predominantly in the wholesale mar-
ket of Kariakoo, where, although there are only about 300 Chinese shops 
scattered amidst thousands of locally-owned ones, Chinese commodities 
dominate, and Chinese traders occupy important nodes as local suppliers. 

In the past several years, there has been a burgeoning literature on the 
micro-politics of business interactions between Africans and Chinese in 
both Africa and China. These ethnographies have focused predominantly 
on the limits of trust and the prospects of emergent Chinese-African soli-
darities or convivialities, using cultural differences and mutual misunder-
standings to explain frictions and conflicts (Bräutigam 2003, Matthews 
2011, Bodomo 2012, Chang 2013, Mohan et al. 2014, Giese and Thiel 
2014). The literature is implicitly an assessment of the aspirational promise 
found in the China-Africa state-diplomatic discourse of “friendship” as ei-
ther an alternative to, or repetition of, the inequities of post-colonial Euro–
African relationships. however, as scholars since at least Simmel (1950) 
have noted, there is a structural affinity between “traders” and “strang-
ers.” The study of Chinese migrants has likewise suggested that they, like 
trading diasporas more generally, seek a modicum of local relationships 
to facilitate business, but also studiously limit relationships which might 
entangle them in the complexities of local politics or moral economies 
(cf. Curtin 1984, Evers and Schraeder 1994). The Chinese presence as 
“middlemen” in Tanzania, and Africa at large, however, is but only one part 
of an assemblage of “Chinese” practices whose definition (i.e., “South–
South cooperation,” “neo-empire,” “friendship,” or “trade diaspora”) is 
itself an object of geopolitical and academic contestation. The experience 
of Chinese traders can, and should, be understood in terms of broad-
er histories of trading diasporas, but they cannot be disentangled from 
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the contested geopolitical narratives produced around China-Africa. The 
state-diplomatic narrative of “Sino-Tanzanian Friendship,” for example, 
over-determines the interpretation of the mode and quality of interper-
sonal relationships between Chinese and Tanzanians.

In this piece, I use the metaphorical interconnections between inter-
personal relations and international relations to examine emergent South-
South connections through the lens of an ethnography of interpersonal 
ethics. The presence of Chinese migrant entrepreneurs in Tanzania, like 
other emergent “South–South” sites of transnational transaction, provides 
an opportunity for exploring how the terms of global inequalities are negoti-
ated in everyday interactions. I do this through an examination of an under-
studied dimension of everyday China-Africa social interactions: the prag-
matics and ethics of greeting. The semiotics of greeting in Dar es Salaam, 
as I will demonstrate, are shaped not only by differing cultural idioms, but 
they also index global material inequalities between China and Africa that 
both precede and shape the experience of interpersonal relationships. 

I became sensitized to the importance of greetings early during my 
fieldwork. Greetings have long been important sources of ethnographic 
data for anthropologists because of “the frequency with which the eth-
nographer encounters greeting situations and the importance of learning 
to greet appropriately” (hillewaert 2016). I encountered an early discrep-
ancy between Tanzanians and Chinese with respect to both the frequency 
of greetings, and my ease in initiating conversations. I lived apart from 
Chinese traders in my own apartment, and later in a Chinese hotel in an-
other part of town, but spent many of my days in Kariakoo, where I was the 
recipient of frequent greetings from Tanzanian strangers, mainly petty trad-
ers and employees working for wholesale shops—some of whom directly 
expressed an interest in becoming my friend. This was different from my 
initial experience talking to Chinese traders. Although a number of them, 
particularly younger men, were surprised enough by my appearance and 
language abilities to begin a conversation, there were many others who 
were visibly less willing to speak. I also became sensitized to the issue 
of greeting by spending many days at one of the busiest intersections in 
Kariakoo, watching hours of casual social interactions, and hundreds of 
casual greetings, the majority of which were between Tanzanians. I wit-
nessed both Chinese who, on the one hand, joked around and participat-
ed in physical banter with Tanzanians whom they knew, and on the other, 
those who moved silently, frowning and ignoring with determination both 
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strangers and even acquaintances trying to greet them. Eventually, I heard 
Tanzanian and Chinese interlocutors in disparate contexts both make the 
claim that “Chinese don’t greet,” either Tanzanians or even each other. 

In the rest of this piece, I explore this claim through an analysis of both 
Tanzanian and Chinese greeting practices, and the ways in which the expe-
rience of (refused) greetings are mobilized by both Tanzanian and Chinese 
actors to make claims about the moral character of individuals, racial cat-
egories, and the broader terms of Sino-African relationships. First, I review 
the literature on greetings in anthropology in order to propose “mutuality” 
as a heuristic to understand relationships in terms of existential material 
inequalities. Second, I compare Tanzanian and Chinese practices and ide-
ologies of greeting, particularly the moral interpretations of the claim that 
Chinese don’t greet strangers. Third, I analyze how perspectives on greet-
ing are informed by the potential economic relationships between actors, 
rather than merely cultural difference. I argue that existential conditions 
of material inequality and market competition afford social relationships 
which complicate the aspirational politics of Sino-African Friendship. 
Finally, I demonstrate how these complications are being registered in 
ambiguously amiable “joking relationships” (sw. utani) between Chinese 
and Tanzanians which ironically announce the “integration” of the Chinese 
into local social patterns of interaction.

Greetings, Friendship, and Mutuality
Greetings have been studied in anthropology as part of a broader system 
of social, emotional, and material exchanges. Mauss’s work on the gift 
began, in fact, with an essay concerning the “obligatory expression of 
feelings” (Garces and Jones 2009). Greetings can be gifts, and gifts can be 
greetings (Goody 1972). Material exchanges are semiotically linked with 
emotional exchanges, and both are constitutive of social relationships and 
identities. In encounters between strangers, greetings may mark the be-
ginning of a social relationship whose outcomes are unknown. Greetings 
are a “moral practice, meaning “an everyday way in which neighbors act or 
interpret others’ actions in a meaningful way” (Morgan 2015:138). Both the 
form and conduct of greetings as well as the meta-pragmatic discourses 
around them, allow us to theorize about social relationships “where peo-
ple seek to reconcile desires for community, privacy, self-preservation, or 
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moral behavior with the particular moment of potential sociality—to greet 
or to ignore” (Morgan 2015:141). 

Following Duranti (1997), the propositional content of greetings are not 
empty, but may both index immediate social relationships and contexts, 
and also global hierarchies and relationships. For example, in global tour-
ism, Jaworksi and Thurlow (2010), drawing on Silverstein (1998), have ob-
served that greetings belong to a class of “recontextualized words and 
expressions [which] acquire indexical functions independent of their de-
notational meanings, transforming identities and becoming emblematic 
of spatial stratification in the political and economic local–global order” 
(Silverstein 1998, as cited in Jaworksi and Thurlow 2010:281). 

In Tanzanian-Chinese interactions, for example, sprcial greetings like 
rafiki (sw. friend) reference the political construction of Tanzanian-Chinese 
ties as “friendship.” The metaphor of friendship, I argue, has invested quo-
tidian interpersonal relationships between Tanzanians and Chinese with 
the potential to re-signify inter-state relations. While the “friendship” meta-
phor is not uncommon in international relations, its use in Sino–Tanzanian 
diplomacy is based on a particular historical moment, in the early 1970s, 
when 30,000 Chinese laborers worked alongside Tanzanians to build the 
Tanzania-Zambia railway (Monson 2009). The railway was accompanied 
by a range of other projects and exchanges, whose “friendship” has often 
been memorialized in the imagery and language of greetings. Photographs 
of Tanzania’s founding President Julius Nyerere smiling and shaking hands 
with Chinese leader Mao Zedong during diplomatic visits to Beijing are 
prominently displayed at events and ceremonies sponsored by the Chinese 
Embassy, and can also be found occasionally in the waiting rooms and of-
fices of private Chinese businesses. In China, too, memories of this period 
have been circulated in popular culture. A late 1970s xiàngsheng (相声, ch. 
crosstalk) skit entitled “Ode to Friendship” (友谊颂, ch. yǒuyì sòng) fea-
tured the famous comedian Ma Ji playing Chinese railway worker sharing 
his Tanzanian experience with a friend back in China. A prominent part of 
the skit is how Tanzanians greeted the Chinese as rafiki, or friend. 

Expectations of friendship based on these histories are described by 
some contemporary Chinese expatriates as one reason they chose Tanzania 
rather than other African countries. Greetings can be read by some as indi-
ces of Tanzanian attitudes. Mr. Kuo, a so-called Lǎo Tǎnsāng (老坦桑, ch. 
Old Tanzanian), argued that changes in how Tanzanians greeted Chinese 
evinced shifting attitudes towards them. During an interview, he claimed 
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that rafiki was a special word Tanzanians used to greet Chinese, but not-
wazungu (sw. white foreigners). In the 15 years he had lived in Dar, however, 
he had noticed a shift. When Tanzanians see Chinese on the street now, 
he said, they shake their head with disapproval and say “si sawa (sw. not 
good)”. Mr. Kuo blamed this on the increased number of Chinese migrants 
who have come to do business in Tanzania over the last decade, and the 
problematic manner in which he judged them to conduct themselves in 
terms of business and respect of local cultural norms. 

The language of friendship, however, has long obscured the strategic 
contingency of geopolitical relationships (Monson 2006:118) and the in-
equalities between “friends,” constituted in the implicit moral debts in-
curred by the granting of foreign aid (Kapoor 2008). These tensions are 
also present in interpersonal relationships, exemplified in the challenge of 
maintaining friendship between economically unequal partners, wherein 
the specter or presence of financial assistance can conflict with a notion of 
friendship as based on non-instrumental sentiment. These are not neces-
sarily contradictions. In the past several decades, dichotomies of instru-
mentalism and affect have come under sustained critique from scholars 
who have demonstrated the complex entanglements of sentiment and cal-
culation (Medick and Sabean 1984, Yang 1994, Zelizer 2009).4 Interestingly, 
the anthropology of social relationships in both China and Africa has pro-
vided ethnographic counterpoints to a Western “separation ideology” re-
garding social relationships which considers instrumentalism and emotion 
to be in contradiction (Chang 2013). The difference is that whereas the 
anthropology of social relationships in China has elaborated upon Chinese 
ethical discourses about rénqíng, referring to emotion, memory, and the 
reciprocity of favors (Yang 1994, Wank 1999, Mason 2016), recent stud-
ies of social relationships in Africa have tended to focus on the “ideology 
of assistance” (Lomnitz 1977, as cited in Obrist 2006), where “counter-
obligation is not always necessary” (Sugimura 2008). In other words, rather 
than an emphasis on reciprocity and the morality of returns, there is instead 
an emphasis on the moral obligation to assist. The attribution of these dif-
ferences to “culture,” or stages of social development (Sugimora 2008), 
however, elides the political economy of Chinese-African relations.

In describing relationships between Chinese and Tanzanians, which are 
preceded by both material inequalities and historical narratives of friend-
ship, I prefer the term “mutuality,” which I define here as interconnections 
between actors that precede either the agency or intention of the actors 
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themselves. My definition is informed by Ferguson’s (2015) use of “mutuali-
ty” to describe material inter-dependencies among the poor, and Englund’s 
(2008) discussion about how “existential obligations” between people are 
constituted by the existence of material inequalities. Ferguson and Englund 
both draw on ethnographies of Africa, particularly those addressing con-
temporary poverty to emphasize the importance of material assistance in 
the constitution of social relationships and identities. Englund (2008) ar-
gues that obligations to assist are not constituted by moral norms attend-
ing social roles, but rather that acts of material assistance are themselves 
constitutive of these social roles. he argues that “materiality could make 
kinship out of virtually any transaction” (2008:43). These may encompass, 
but are not reducible to the concept of self-interested reciprocity because 
the methodological individualism implicit in the exchange model decenters 
the material conditions which precede “tit-for-tat” accounts of exchanges 
(Ferguson 2015:126). “China” does not “meet” “Africa,”5 in other words, 
because Chinese and Africans have already been interconnected, even 
if indirectly, through mutual participation in the global economy. A person 
may find themselves in mutualities with strangers whether they want to or 
not, and more to the point, they may find themselves implicated in inequali-
ties whether they want to or not. Chinese who come to Tanzania, whether to 
seek friendship or do business, are preceded by material conditions which 
both constrain and afford particular kinds of relationships. The concept 
of mutuality is preferable to conviviality, which only implies tolerance and 
togetherness (if not solidarity) with, but not interdependencies between. 
For example, even in market competition, competitors are interdependent 
because their actions affect each other’s well-being. Greetings are a site 
through which these mutualities are negotiated. 

Greetings as Gifts
Greetings have long been an important feature of social life in Tanzania, as 
they have been throughout Africa (hillewaert 2016). Social and conversa-
tional interactions, even with strangers, cannot be initiated without greet-
ings which inquire into the well-being of the interlocutor and his/her family. 
On the Swahili coast, greetings have been an important mode through 
which people from diverse African and Indian Ocean origins have interact-
ed. This is particularly true in Kariakoo, where wholesalers, petty traders 
(sw. wamachinga), and customers from all parts of Tanzania, neighboring 
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African countries, and now from China, interact on a daily basis. Business 
and social life, inseparably entangled, unfold primarily on the street, soni-
cally coated with verbal exchanges and all the potentiality that comes 
with a greeting. how individual Chinese react to these greetings are a key 
mode through which Chinese are evaluated as social and moral actors in 
this environment. 

While there are conventions regarding who should greet, whom should 
be greeted, and how they should be greeted, practices are always chang-
ing. For example, in addition to the respectful “shikamoo” (sw. literally, “I 
hold your feet,” i.e., “I am beneath you”) used to address older interlocu-
tors, and “mambo” to strangers and acquaintances, there is a constantly 
shifting catalogue of terms with which people greet each other, including 
names or statements which index political news or popular sports.6 

The manner in which Tanzanians greeted Chinese or Euro-Americans 
during my fieldwork could also index global inequalities. Foreigners walk-
ing around Kariakoo are frequently greeted by a variety of strangers as 
“China!” (pronounced as “cheena”) or “rafiki!” Occasionally, these greet-
ings interpellate foreigners as privileged actors. For example, I was walking 
one afternoon with a Chinese wholesaler when a parked motorcycle driver 
shouted to us, “Chinese and American on top!” (sw. Mchina Mmarekani 
uko juu!). More often, strangers I had just met would “welcome” me to 
Tanzania and casually state that Tanzania was a “peaceful” (sw. amani) 
country. I frequently heard Chinese interlocutors greeted with “Mchina! 
Tanzania nzuri!” (ch. Chinese (person)! Tanzania is good!). Whenever I fol-
lowed up with people who said this, they would explain Tanzania was 
unlike Kenya, Burundi, or other countries described to be violent, and 
that foreigners were welcome here. Many conversations like these rein-
forced the manner in which greetings are front-loaded with claims about 
Tanzania’s identity in the world and its relationship with foreigners.

In addition to their referential content, greetings are themselves gifts 
embedded in an economy of material, social, and affective exchanges. 
In Tanzania, one cannot expect information or assistance from strangers 
without properly greeting them first. It is the sharing of human sentiment. 
Early in my fieldwork, I found that whenever I failed to greet Tanzanians 
whom I knew on the busy streets, they would inform me that I had “hurt” 
them. For example, when I first met Tamu, the man who sold me my first 
Tanzanian SIM card, I did not recognize him the second time I passed his 
street corner. The third time, I did recognize him, and he told me I had “hurt 
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his heart” the previous time. I was likewise scolded for being too slow to 
reply to the frequent text messages he would send me wishing me a good 
morning, or a good evening. At one point, I had also introduced him to 
a Chinese interlocutor with whom he exchanged phone numbers. Later, 
Tamu told me my friend was “not a good person,” (sw. sio mtu mzuri). I did 
not understand at first, but he explained this was indicated by the fact that 
the man never returned his text messages. 

In addition to their role in facilitating social and sentimental transac-
tions, greetings also facilitate everyday forms of financial or material assis-
tance. The close relationship between the affective and material features 
of greetings as gifts was best described to me by Salim, a Kariakoo-based 
taxi driver with whom I frequently conversed:

Greetings are important for building love and peace in society [sw. 
kutengeneza upendo na amani wa jamii]. When you say as-salamu 
alaykum [may peace be upon you], you are asking God to cover the 
person with peace from their head down to their feet. When they re-
spond walalaykumu-as-salaam, you are saying may peace be upon 
you too. When you give to people, God will pay you back ten times. 

As Salim explains, Swahili greeting practices draw upon Arab-Islamic idi-
oms and conceptions of the social. Greetings—in particular, the Arabic 
blessing as-salamu alaykum, which is used by Muslim speakers of 
Kiswahili—are themselves generative of “love” in society, exchanged not 
only between individuals, but matched and multiplied by God. The anal-
ogy Salim makes with financial assistance is felicitous because, as he 
continued, “when you greet someone, you can learn whether they are hav-
ing problems [sw. shida]. Maybe they are hungry, or maybe they are sick 
and need money to go to the hospital…A person might tell you they are 
OK, but if you are face-to-face, you can see their eyes.”

Greetings facilitate an economy of mutual assistance, but this economy 
of mutual assistance, he added, has waned. Pointing to a guard sitting 
nearby, he continued:

This has been lost [sw. amepotea]. It used to be that if you were walk-
ing down the street and felt hungry, if there was somebody sitting 
nearby eating, you could stop and eat a little, and when you were full, 
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you could continue. But this has been lost. Young people now don’t 
observe [sw. angalia] the situation [sw. hali] of other people.

Greetings indicate not only the recognition of others and their situations, 
but also a disposition to assist. Salim then takes up a theme of moral 
decay common to narratives of liberalization in Tanzania. how young peo-
ple shifted their greetings was one of the measures used to index social 
changes. Tanzanian youth who migrated from the villages to Kariakoo, for 
example, were said to become less respectful in their greeting styles the 
longer they stayed.

With these features of greeting in mind, it is possible to understand that 
the competency of Chinese to participate in such interactions functioned 
as a means for ordinary Tanzanians to evaluate the moral character of 
Chinese migrants and their willingness to participate in the social life of 
Kariakoo, and Tanzania at large.

Refused Greetings and Withheld Friendship
The failure of a number of Chinese to either initiate, acknowledge, or re-
turn greetings was considered a social impropriety. The critique, impor-
tantly, was made not only by Tanzanians, but also by Chinese themselves. 
Additionally, my fieldnotes are full of ephemeral moments where I wit-
nessed Chinese wholesalers in Kariakoo walking silently through crowds 
of petty traders, ignoring their calls of “Mchina!” One image that stands out 
is passing a restaurant downtown where a couple of Chinese men, likely 
investors visiting the city for the first time, were hesitantly entering. 

“Karibu! [sw. welcome],” said a Tanzanian man at the entrance, ex-
tending his arm for a handshake. Either the men did not see him, or they 
chose to ignore him. In any case, he turned to his friend and laughed at 
their rude behavior.7 For all these moments, however, there are also those 
of Chinese traders walking and smiling with their Tanzanian associates, 
Chinese greeting in Kiswahili, and deftly engaging in playful verbal and 
physical banter with Tanzanian employees and customers.8 Nonetheless, 
I found Tanzanians and Chinese alike identified a tendency for Chinese to 
refuse greetings. 

Many Tanzanians with whom I spoke considered Chinese to be nar-
rowly interested in work rather than friendship. African employees found 
Chinese employers to be different from Tanzanian employers who “joked 
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around” and were more patient. Some also found them to be different than 
other foreign bosses they had had. For example, George managed sales 
for a Chinese wholesale distributor with a branch in Kariakoo. Prior to 
working for him, he was a driver for an American. he explained:

Americans pay a lot of attention to what you like, and what you don’t 
like. Chinese don’t care about you, they only care about making 
money. They don’t want to be friends. If you greet them on the street, 
they ignore you, or just acknowledge you and keep going. Americans 
want to be friends first. You have to be friends first, and then you can 
do business. Americans will always say good morning, you can’t 
start work without greeting each other. Chinese don’t do that. They 
just like to start working.

Discourses about greetings are a way in which Tanzanians talked broad-
ly about a perceived lack of interest on the part of Chinese expatriates 
to pursue friendships with them. If in friendship, according to Aristotle, 
it is “advisable to love, than to be loved” (Derrida 1997:7), individual 
Tanzanians sometimes showed a greater interest in making friends than 
the Chinese did with them. This is interpreted in multiple ways. The first 
is the judgement that “Chinese do not like black skin,” an evaluation that 
prompted some to make unflattering comparisons with Tanzania’s long 
resident Indian community. The other is the judgement that Chinese see 
friendships as a means to an end. 

For example, Daudi was a Tanzanian wholesale trader who had spent 
a decade doing business in Guangzhou. Starting in 2013, a Chinese in-
vestor he had known began renting property which Daudi owned in Dar 
es Salaam in order to construct a large residential complex. Daudi told 
me, however, to “remember, [the Chinese] are about profit, not friendship. 
There is absolutely no friendship with the Chinese. They don’t look for 
friendship, they become your friend so they can exploit [sw. mgodi, liter-
ally, “to mine or excavate”] you.” Daudi, like many older Tanzanian whole-
salers, had lost much of his wholesale business to Chinese traders who 
imported directly to Tanzania. Nonetheless, he maintained relationships 
with both the Chinese management of the residential complex on his site 
and the wholesalers with whom he did business in Guangzhou.

The meaning of exploitation here is not limited to the material terms of 
exchange, but also the withholding of human sentiment. There is an irony, 
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however, to Tanzanian claims that the Chinese value instrumental relation-
ships over affective ones. In the global circuits of knowledge production, 
the Chinese “art of social relationships” has itself become paradigmatic 
of a “non-Western” entanglement of emotion and business (Chang 2013). 
Furthermore, Chinese in Tanzania themselves critique the behavior of 
Chinese who do not respond to greetings, but they also provide rationales 
for avoiding greetings and limiting social relationships more broadly. To 
explain these contradictions, I now turn to Chinese experiences of greet-
ings and social interaction in Tanzania.

(Refused) Greetings as Object of Auto-Critique
The pragmatics of greeting are different in China than they are in Tanzania, 
but cultural differences cannot entirely explain the manner in which greet-
ings are thematized as objects of ethical evaluation for both Tanzanians 
and Chinese. Looking at Chinese perspectives on greetings in Tanzania 
reveals a symmetry to claims that “the other” places instrumentalism 
above sentiment in the pursuit of interpersonal relationships. 

Greetings (打招呼, ch. dǎ zhāohū) are also important in China, but they 
are not extended to strangers as freely as they are in Tanzania. historically, 
greetings were expected between familiars (熟人, ch. shúrén), but not be-
tween strangers (生人, ch. shēngrén) (Ye 2004). It is, of course, a classical 
trope in the anthropology of China that people make sharp distinctions 
between “insiders” and “outsiders” (Fei 1992). While modeled on the di-
vision between family and wàirén (外人, ch. outsiders), in practice, it is a 
shifting polarity. The cultivation of relationships outside the family depend 
on generating bases of familiarity that convert “outsider” to “insider.” 
For example, the use of terms like tóngxué (老乡, ch. classmates) and 
lǎoxiāng (老乡, ch. same hometown) to talk about people demonstrate 
the prerequisite of finding common grounds for the development of fur-
ther relationships (Yang 1994:194).The transformation of shēngrén into 
shúrén is also a function of time, and of repeated interactions (Ye 2004). 

The content of Chinese greetings are generally context-sensitive, 
reflecting the particularity of the relationships in which they are used. 
Greetings are often in the form of “obvious questions or comments con-
firming activities which the addressee is engaged in” (Erbaugh 2008:626). 
For example, I was often acknowledged by Chinese interlocutors in shops 
with greetings like, “Derek, you have free time today?” Context-sensitive 
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greetings are forms of “positive politeness,” which point to both the past 
and futures of interpersonal relationships. The greetings “reconfirm [an ac-
tor’s] relationship with the addressee” (hong 1985:221), and also “attempt 
to increase social connections” (Erbaugh 2008:626).

In comparison, the Swahili greetings of foreigners discussed in the pre-
vious section are context-sensitive insofar that they index broader global 
relationships and stereotypes prior to the possibilities of developing par-
ticular interpersonal relationships. Terms like péngyǒu (朋友, ch. friend) and 
“rafiki,” even as they are inflected by diplomatic narratives, are nonetheless 
generalized expressions (Ye 2004:225) which indicate distance rather than 
being relationship specific. Chinese and Tanzanian business associates, 
however, greeted each other in more context-sensitive ways. For example, 
this happened when Chinese wholesalers and Tanzanian customers oc-
casionally greeted each other by joking about how the other is “big boss.” 

Conventional Chinese greeting patterns for intimates are more person-
alized and context-dependent than the generalized and formulaic greet-
ings found in Western greetings, including in Arabic, from which Kiswahili 
has derived some greetings (hong 1985). From this perspective, Swahili 
greetings, like the English “hello,” may appear mechanical and lacking in 
“human touch” (人情味, ch. rénqíngwèi) because they are emptied of the 
particularism of the relationship (Erbaugh 2008:637). Kiswahili greetings, 
however, like Western greetings more generally, are “religious derivations” 
(Ferguson 1976, as cited in hong 1985:204) based on the concept of a 
generalized moral community before a singular God (1985:210).

The significance of this distinction is that whereas both Chinese and 
Swahili link the exchange of greetings with social relationships and human 
emotion, they do so in different modes. Chinese greetings are socially 
meaningful in their particularity, whereas Tanzanian greetings are socially 
meaningful in their generalizability. In the past 30 years, however, a com-
bination of urbanization and deliberate “civility” campaigns in China have 
contributed to the gradual popularization of more formulaic “stranger” 
greetings like “nǐ hǎo” (Erbaugh 2008:647, Yan 2011). These have both 
accompanied and responded to a perceived “moral crisis” in post-reform 
China over the treatment of strangers (Yan 2009, Lee 2014). The conven-
tional absence of stranger greetings has been re-signified in urban con-
texts as marks of social alienation. Played out in Tanzania, Tanzanians 
come to embody, for Chinese, either a form of social ethics China has lost 
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(or has not yet obtained), or the extreme elaboration of the worst traits to 
be found among Chinese (or the absence of Chinese ethics thereof). 

Chinese expatriates were just as likely as Tanzanians to consider (re-
fused) greetings evidence of “selfishness” (自私, ch. zìsī), even if they gen-
erally greeted less than Tanzanians did. The reticence of many Chinese 
expatriates in Tanzania to greet Chinese strangers on the street, despite 
being co-nationals in a foreign country, was considered by Tanzanians to 
be particularly odd. Chinese understood these refusals to be symptom-
atic of a corrosive competitive ethics which undermined ethnic “unity” (
团结, ch. tuánjié). Ms. Ling, the wife of a Chinese agricultural investor 
who worked inland while she stayed in Kariakoo, complained of the “bad 
habit” Chinese had of not greeting each other, something she considered 
to be “very selfish” (ch. zìsī). Nobody talked to each other, she explained, 
because the people here were “bad.” If you did, people would think you 
were “going after secrets” (揭秘, ch. jiēmì). This suspicion is understood 
to be a consequence of the heavy competition between small entrepre-
neurs for dominance in the market. In one part of Kariakoo, for example, 
several dozen Chinese wholesalers competed in the shoe business, driv-
ing down profits for each other just as they had for Tanzanian wholesalers 
like Daudi. The potentiality of social relationships are constrained by the 
mutuality of competition. 

When Chinese I interviewed critiqued the lack of unity to be found 
among Chinese abroad, Tanzanian society was sometimes offered as 
a closer approximation to the rénqíng shèhuì (人情社会, ch. humanis-
tic society) China had lost to a mòshēng shèhuì (ch. stranger society). 
Ms. Wang’s comparison of Tanzanians to rural Chinese at the beginning 
of this article is an example. In other cases, the suspicions attending 
stranger social interaction in post-reform China extended to how Chinese 
migrants interpreted the apparent friendliness of Tanzanians. In an article 
published in a local Chinese-language newspaper, entitled “how to Get 
Along with African Black People,” a former Chinese student of Kiswahili 
writes that “Chinese who come to Africa will hear ‘China, nihao, rafiki,’” 
but will be suspicious of them because “they assume there is intent.” he 
encourages Chinese to interpret greetings as friendliness, defining rén-
qíng as a “natural characteristic” of local people, evidenced by the fact 
people greet friends and strangers alike.

In the course of fieldwork, I found younger Chinese, in their 20s and 
30s, easier to greet and engage in conversation. A young Chinese student 



“If You Greet Them on the Street, They Ignore You”: Chinese Migrant Entrepreneurs, (Refused) 
Greetings, and the Interpersonal Ethics of Global Inequality in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

252

teaching in Dar es Salaam offered the interpretation that younger gen-
erations of Chinese were less “closed” socially and more receptive to 
generalized greetings. The way in which he linked this generational differ-
ence to education reflects broader critical evaluations to be found in the 
Chinese community regarding the perceived social deficiencies of those 
with a “low cultural level.” Chinese attitudes towards greeting Tanzanians, 
however, cannot be interpreted only in terms of an assumed “cultural ig-
norance.” They are also informed by experiences with particular modes 
of interaction with Tanzanians which reveal the vulnerabilities associated 
with inequality.

Greeting to Beg
The Chinese suspicion that greetings portend instrumental “intent” is sup-
ported by the linkage between greetings and assistance acknowledged 
in Tanzanian contexts. Goody (1972) described the relationship between 
greetings and personal strategies of accumulation in a West African con-
text as “greeting to beg.” An understanding that greetings may initiate a 
chain of exchanges has been a rationale to refuse greetings also within 
China (Erbaugh 2008:627). In both African and Chinese contexts, the “art 
of social relationships” entails the delicate pursuit of interpersonal strate-
gies for the improvement of well-being without presenting these strate-
gies as narrowly instrumental (Goody 1972, Bourdieu 1990, Smart 1993, 
Yang 1994). Chinese interlocutors were frequently surprised by the appar-
ent directness of material requests, casual requests for water (sw. maji), 
cigarettes, or other gifts (sw. zawadi) from Tanzanian employees, custom-
ers, strangers, and even small shopkeepers from stalls where Chinese 
customers purchased milk or eggs. Chinese interlocutors with whom I 
spoke frequently combined these experiences with those of extortion by 
petty officials to come to the conclusion that “begging” was a general-
ized “African” way of being. “There is one thing you need to understand 
about black people,” a manager told me after I saw his housekeeper ask 
for some change to purchase medicine: “They are always about wanting 
things.” he put his hand out in an imitative gesture. 

In a Chinese context, to beg is to transfer the burden of face-work to the 
potential donor by performing one’s own low social position (Yan 2009:13). 
To accept help or receive a gift is to lose face, and in “ordinary” interac-
tions, both parties seek to both preserve one’s own face and also to “give 
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face” to others. Begging, on the other hand, preemptively removes one’s 
own face. My Chinese interlocutors were sometimes quick to interpret 
Tanzanian “begging” as evidence they “did not care about face.” In my 
own experience, however, I found that casual requests among Tanzanian 
interlocutors were often embedded in joking exchanges through which the 
“seriousness” of the request was semiotically ambiguous. This is evident 
in an exchange I witnessed one evening with Mr. Shen, a shoe wholesaler 
who had just had a new shipment of boxes unloaded into his warehouse. 
The work was over, and the boxes had already been stacked in the storage 
room. Mr. Shen was standing next to the representative from the customs 
clearance agency, counting out a stack of red 10,000 Tanzanian shilling 
bills. Silently, he passed the stack over to the man.

The man reached his hand out to take the stack, smiled, and said, “ku-
ongeza [sw. increase].”

“What!?” screamed Mr. Shen, pushing the money into the man’s hand 
and scolding him as he grabbed him by the arms and began to physically 
push him towards the exit.

“hahaha! Uncle!” the man laughed, putting up mock resistance for a 
little before bidding Mr. Shen goodnight and leaving the room.

Mr. Shen turned to the remaining people in the room: hodari and 
hussein, his two Tanzanian employees, and Issa, an old employee and 
friend of Mr. Shen who now ran his own set of shops but continued to do 
business with Mr. Shen and help him out in situations like this. Mr. Shen 
took out another stack of red bills from his pocket, and paid hodari and 
hussein for their evening’s labor. Issa starred with seriousness and put out 
his hand towards Mr. Shen.

“What!? You!” screamed Mr. Shen, raising his hand, lunging forward 
and striking Issa. Issa broke his stare and laughed while flinching and tak-
ing evasive actions. “Uncle!” he laughed.

I witnessed innumerable exchanges like these between Tanzanians and 
their Chinese associates. Requests for kuongeza (an increase) or zawadi 
(a gift) are consistent with a broader genre of casual, teasing requests that 
can be found across a broad set of marketplace interactions (Pietilä 2007). 
Because they are delivered in the form of “joking around,” an amiable so-
cial relationship can be preserved in the event they are refused. 

Many Chinese wholesalers (but also employers in other settings) often 
responded to such casual teasing requests with exaggerated “violent” re-
actions, such as (playfully) striking the petitioner, who would then laugh 
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as they flinched away. In many cases, the petitioner seemed to anticipate 
such refusals and reactions, and to “beg” the Chinese was to anticipate 
and tease their reactions. The ambiguity of these exchanges between 
Chinese and Tanzanians contributed to both the amiability of joking rela-
tionships but also reinforced Chinese stereotypes about a presumed local 
propensity to make demands. For example, on another occasion, Issa 
helped Mr. Shen’s wife look after her shop for a day after a Chinese em-
ployee abruptly quit and returned home. After helping, Issa had asked for 
payment. Unlike on the occasion mentioned above, I had not been there to 
witness the tone with which he made the request. Ms. Shen told me later, 
however, that “Chinese would not do such a thing.” If they were asked a 
favor, she said, they would not (directly) ask for monetary compensation. 
This did not mean the favor would be devoid of an exchange logic, but 
rather the memory of such favors would contribute to the long term rén-
qíng of the relationship (Mason 2016).

The presence of demands led multiple Chinese interlocutors to uncan-
nily echo Tanzanian perceptions in arguing that Africans did not pursue real 
friendships. “And if you stop giving them help,” one man complained, “they 
no longer want to be your friend!” Chinese managers in small businesses 
complained about unbalanced reciprocity, that the transfer of gifts or finan-
cial assistance to employees did not generate the sentiments of gratitude 
and shame which compelled reciprocal obligations, however conceived, to 
the employer. Instead, employees “think that if you are rich, you should give 
them money. It is yīnggāi de [应该的, ch. something you should do].”9 In 
commentary on local cultural practices, Chinese frequently identified “reli-
gion” to explain the lack of interpersonal gratitude. Interlocutors frequently 
explained to me and other Chinese that Africans “thanked God” for gifts 
rather than the people who gave them. The belief that social reciprocity is 
mediated through a divine third party is a feature of Judeo-Christian-Islamic 
ethics which are well summarized by Salim’s explanation of greetings in the 
previous section. Like the generalized greeting formulas which originate 
from the same religious traditions (Ferguson 1976), they are unusual from 
the perspective of a social ethics based on particularized relationships.

In conversational situations where a Chinese individual complained 
about the Tanzanian ethics of reciprocity, there was often another inter-
locutor who would soberly explain that this was a “cultural” difference. 
Nonetheless, the tone in which such explanations were offered demon-
strated that casual cultural relativism was weighted with implicit ethical 
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judgement regarding which cultural model was preferable. The use of theo-
ries about cultural attitudes to explain differences in Chinese and Tanzanian 
norms of reciprocity, however, elides the everyday experience of economic 
precarity among many Tanzanians. Sources of livelihood are often contin-
gent (cf Ferguson 2015).Those who seek support from wealthier friends 
are just as likely to have others who depend on them. For example, Tamu 
explained that his regular expenses exceeded his income. When I asked 
how he managed to find the differentials, especially given the support he 
provided to his mother in Mbeya and his younger sister attending univer-
sity, he told me “God helps.” Such is the nature of contingency. Chinese 
migrants, like Tanzanian business owners or shop managers, are structur-
ally predisposed to be interpellated as providers in this context.availability. 
For example, Tamu explained that his regular expenses exceed his income. 
When I asked how he managed to find the differentials, he told me “God 
helps.” Some of my Chinese interlocutors recognized that in earning prof-
its in Tanzania, but sending those profits back to support family in China, 
Chinese placed themselves in a vulnerable position. What Ferguson (2015) 
would call the “labor of distribution” from those who have to those who 
don’t—be it through begging or even petty theft and robbery—originated 
from the perception that the Chinese were, at least in a local context, “rich.”

Chinese readings of Tanzanian “ingratitude” map broken chains of reci-
procity at multiple scales, entangling inter-state relationships with inter-
personal relationships. Many Chinese perceive that because their state has 
“given” generous amounts of financial assistance to Africa, mistreatment 
of individual Chinese, whether by corrupt officials, or even petty thieves, 
is evidence of general ingratitude. As Kapoor (2008) argues, foreign aid is 
inseparably linked to the logic of the gift, placing the recipient into a form 
of debt. But to whom? Even if the Chinese state claims Chinese aid and/
or preferential loans to be “non-conditional” (notwithstanding resource 
deals), expatriate Chinese expect, if not special treatment, “gratitude” as a 
matter of implicit moral principal. Ingratitude is only discovered, however, 
in those moments when the “labor of distribution” reaches them. Chinese 
aid was described by a couple of my interlocutors as having only made 
Africans “more greedy.” Such complaints, however, were subject to rebut-
tal from Chinese who had lived in Tanzania for many years. In one heated 
exchange online, a poster argued that it was the Chinese who should be 
grateful to the Tanzanians for “giving” them the opportunity to start busi-
nesses and profit in enterprises that were no longer viable in China. Both 
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these perspectives illustrate how expectations of gratitude crossed scales 
and linked interpersonal experiences with international relationships and 
geographies of inequality.

Chinese interpretations of social relationships with Africans are over-
determined by implicit and internalized geographies of inequality, and this 
affects the reading of “friendly” greetings they encounter. Ms. Wang, with 
whom I opened this article, was warned to ignore greetings from Tanzanians 
in the marketplace because what seemed like signs of friendship were un-
derstood by her sister-in-law to conceal malevolent aims, be it begging or 
stealing.10 Newcomer Chinese were taught to see themselves through the 
imagined eyes of locals. “If they see a Chinese person, they think they are 
rich,” even if the person may only be an employee and not the boss. The 
attribution of such vision to Africans extended to offering speculative ratio-
nales for perceived callousness towards Chinese.

For example, Richard was a Chinese man in his early 30s who had pur-
sued a variety of independent businesses throughout Africa for about eight 
years. In the assessments of “Africans” he gave to me, he tended to gen-
eralize on the basis of experiences he had before, especially in Angola. 
“Chinese in Africa have been murdered, and the police have shown no 
tóngqínggǎn [同情感, ch. sympathy].” A friend of his in Angola had been 
murdered by robbers working in cooperation with people in the bank where 
he was depositing his money. The police who came “showed no feeling. 
They just collected information.” Even worse, “they laughed while they 
worked!” Richard believed that the police officers thought that because the 
Chinese came here to make money, “they should be robbed!” 

The paradox of social life in Tanzania for many Chinese is that while 
developing relationships with Tanzanians is necessary to do business, it is 
also understood to increase their exposure to a variety of social dangers. 
In addition to social obligations for assistance, there is the persistent fear 
of betrayal. having too many acquaintances may increase the likelihood of 
“bad people” learning about one’s business and where the money is kept. 
Visibility attracts armed robbery or government officials coming to “find 
problems” (找麻烦, ch. zhǎo máfan) in order to extract bribes. “Keeping a 
low profile” (Dīdiào) was cited by one businessman as a reason for avoid-
ing contact with his neighbors. Chinese expatriates can be suspicious of 
intentions, including those in moments as quotidian as greeting, because 
they recognize that their own presence in Africa is motivated by business 
opportunities, and there in turn are premised on economic inequalities.
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The Mutualities of Friendship
The symmetry of Chinese and Tanzanian claims that the other seeks inter-
personal relationships for personal material gain—and lacks the sentiment 
necessary for human relationships—suggests how relationships narra-
tively glossed in histories of friendship are challenged by a capitalist mode 
of exchange. The commensurability of moral polarities indicate common 
tensions, and common moral horizons, which are complicated by condi-
tions of competition and inequality within which actors find themselves 
entangled, regardless of whether they want to or not.

Tanzanians can also share discontents towards the ideology of assis-
tance. Shifting obligations reflect a shared condition of economic precarity, 
but growing inequality can threaten social ties as inordinate demands are 
placed on particular individuals. Nonetheless, extracting oneself from such 
demands requires an evacuation of the emotion central to social life. Tamu, 
who wanted to accumulate enough capital to rent a store frame, once told 
me that he “had no friends but God.” But when I met him again a year later, I 
was surprised that he decided to share his stand with two friends, reducing 
his revenue—already below that necessary to extract profit—by one-third. 
When I asked him as much, he responded, echoing Salim’s comments that 
“love” (sw. upendo) was important among friends. 

Tanzanian modes of sociality, like Chinese modes of sociality, are beset 
by contradictory tendencies, whatever the ideological claims made about 
them. This is evident even with the pragmatics of Tanzanian greeting. I was 
advised by Tanzanian interlocutors to greet, but also to be careful. “If you 
are greeted,” Tamu instructed me with reference to “bad people” he said 
spent time around the market, “just say safi [sw. good], and move on.” 
Notwithstanding the obligatory expression to greet, I was also cautioned 
by Tanzanians to ignore certain kinds of greeting, in terms which reso-
nated with Chinese anxieties. Returning to my conversation with Salim, I 
can remember just as the sun set and the dusk came in, he reminded me 
that “not all people who greet are good. Some are bad. You have to look 
at their face.” Salim imitated the face of a man who was either drunk or 
had a mental illness. “You have to be careful. If someone is really nice, they 
might be a thief.” Salim pointed down the empty darkened street, away 
from the crowded corner where we stood. “If you are walking there, you 
don’t want to stop when you get greeted. Just say you don’t have time, 
and keep going.” 
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While mapped onto social distinction in different ways, the responses 
evince a common ethical dilemma, the need to enter relationships in order 
to engage in society is also the exposure of the self to material demands 
and even dangers. In other words, rather than viewing African and Chinese 
interpersonal ethics as incommensurable value systems, convergent dis-
contents and anxieties indicate there are shared paradoxes and moral 
horizons on which difference converge.

Joking Inequalities
As the examples of “begging” provided earlier suggest, the existence of 
structural tensions between Chinese migrants and Tanzanians are also 
played out through joking. The Swahili term for joking around has the 
same root as utani, the older institutionalized systems of joking relation-
ships which historically paired not only individuals, but entire ethnic groups 
throughout the region. As Tsuruta (2006) explains, joking relationships 
used to be quite elaborate, entailing various forms of mutual responsibili-
ties such as the provision of material aid when a member of a joking part-
ner group passed through one’s territory. In some cases, joking partners 
could take each other’s possessions without either asking or subsequent 
censure. Stories about the origins of particular joking relationships are 
often attributed to relationships with those whom once warred or, tellingly, 
traded with. Tsuruta links the formation of these relationships with the 19th 
century caravan trade in slaves, ivory, and manufactured goods between 
the African coast and countryside. 

Accounts of utani suggest a manner in which they existed between ei-
ther economically equal actors, or served to equalize relationships that 
would otherwise become unequal. Tsuruta writes, 

an utani contract was usually made between the two warring ethnic 
groups, only when the fight was fair. When one group had been de-
feated by another, utani bonds as a set of mutual obligations may have 
arisen to replace “a potential master-slave situation,” and this eventu-
ally contributed toward “dissipating hostility and maintaining harmony 
between groups.” (Christensen 1963:1325, in Tsuruta 2006:107)

An older mshehe (sw. sheikh) I once met in Kariakoo described to me 
the example of the joking relationship between the Nyamwezi and the 
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Zaramo ethnic groups. The Nyamwezi had historically been the primary 
middlemen for trade between the coast and the African countryside be-
fore they eventually became porters and “servants” to the coastal Zaramo 
who came to dominate the caravan trade. This was the basis of a “joking 
relationship” between them. 

In entering Kariakoo, the Chinese came to participate in a much longer 
history of complicated relationships among trading middlemen on the East 
African coast. Utani relationships of the recognizably “traditional” sort no 
longer exist in Kariakoo, but many Tanzanians recognize utani-like relation-
ships in the casual joking around which happens among people in business. 

The content of joking between Chinese and Tanzanians, for example, 
can be an index of the tensions between them. For instance, I once re-
turned with Mr. Chen, a clothes wholesaler, to his apartment complex to 
find the electricity was out. We would need to climb six flights of stairs. 
Mr. Chen spoke in Kiswahili to the older guard sitting on the wooden chair, 
“The electricity is out! It’s tiring [to climb the stairs]. Buy me a water!” The 
guard laughed and shook his hand. Mr. Chen frowned, waving his finger, 
“tatizo! si sawa” (problem! not good!).

Anthropologists have long observed that such ambiguity in intentions 
is what makes joking work as an amiable index of social tension. The 
tension here is the expectation of distribution from those who have to-
wards those who do not. The expectation, even if non-serious, that the 
apartment complex should compensate its guest for a broken elevator 
might make sense from the perspective of Mr. Chen as a guest, but the 
man from whose pockets such generosity might be expected, the security 
guard, is much poorer than Mr. Chen. Demands would be expected to flow 
the other direction. This contradiction is illustrative of the position of the 
Chinese business community at large. They are “guests,” but also relative-
ly privileged at this point in time in the global distribution of wealth. This 
contradiction creates conflicting demands and expectations between a 
variety of Chinese and Tanzanian actors. Exchanges like these signify how 
the tensions described here do not signify the absence of intimacies, but 
rather amiable “agonistic intimacies” (Singh 2011), which ironically an-
nounce the “integration” of the Chinese into local patterns.
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Conclusion
In this article, I have used the pragmatics of greetings as a lens to examine 
the negotiation of interpersonal ethics between Tanzanians and migrant 
Chinese entrepreneurs in the city of Dar es Salaam, and more broadly, to 
explore how social ethics are negotiated in emerging sites of South–South 
economic transaction. Competition between Tanzanian and Chinese en-
trepreneurs on the one hand, and the unequal economic positions of the 
Chinese and Tanzanians entering into these new relationships on the oth-
er, have put a strain on the notion of “friendship.” In response, I have ad-
opted the concept of “mutuality” to describe Chinese-Tanzanian relations 
in terms of material inequalities and market competition, which precedes 
the development of relationships themselves.

Drawing on an ethnography of the pragmatics of greeting in the whole-
sale market of Kariakoo, I have set out to demonstrate how shifts in trans-
national relationships in the global division of labor can be indexed in the 
idioms of ordinary interactions between transnational actors. Greetings 
are a privileged site for negotiating social relationships because in sites of 
emerging encounters, they hinge on the dilemma of whether to greet or 
not to greet. Drawing on Tanzanian ways of thinking about greeting, I have 
argued that to greet is to offer a gift, an “obligatory expression of emotion” 
(Garces and Jones 2009) which interpellates actors into exchanges which 
are both material and emotional. When greetings are considered between 
migrant entrepreneurs from a geopolitically ascendant state and their lo-
cal hosts in the global south, they can be seen to take on rich meanings 
which make the most quotidian of conversational interactions index the 
hierarchies and inequalities of the global.

This is expressed most prominently among Tanzanians through the 
observation that Chinese appear less willing than Tanzanians to respond 
to greetings given to them by strangers, even if those strangers are also 
Chinese. For many Tanzanians, to refuse to either give or return greet-
ings is to withdraw oneself from the social contract. Greetings are tied 
into a broader system of reciprocity in which exchanges are both mate-
rial and emotional. Refusals to give or return greetings are seen by some 
Tanzanians as indicating that Chinese migrant entrepreneurs enter into 
interpersonal relationships with Africans in order to pursue their business 
projects, but are actually uninterested in forming genuine friendships.

There are many Chinese who agree critically with this observation, 
seeing the propensity to refuse greetings even among Chinese to be 
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symptomatic of a lack of trust and unity within the Chinese community, 
not only abroad, but within Chinese society at large. The reason for such 
disunity is frequently attributed to economic competition. In this context, 
Tanzanians serve as either the archetype of individuals who lack traditional 
Chinese ethics of sociality, or individuals who possess the kind of sociality 
and solidarity that China has either lost or has never obtained. 

At the same time, Chinese in Tanzania also provide rationales for avoid-
ing greetings and limiting social relationships more broadly. The paradox is 
that while it is perceived to be necessary to keep a low profile (dīdiào) and 
limit social contacts, relationships are also necessary in order to conduct 
business. It is in joking exchanges, semiotically linked to the “begging” 
found in casual greeting, that both amiability and tension are registered.

The relationships I have examined are generally antagonistic, com-
petitive business relationships, and exchanges between people whose 
comparative economic capital indexes global inequalities. Despite the 
language of friendship in the discourse of Sino–Tanzanian diplomacy, in-
dividual Chinese and individual Tanzanians who come together do so from 
both differing positions of capital accumulation, and differing perceptions 
of how this should affect their relations with the other. The use of friend-
ship as a model for relations between unequally situated states creates 
expectations which challenge the premise of inter-state equality, and also 
expectations about how friends should treat each other. Several questions 
arise: What kind of “friendship” is possible between unequal actors? What 
is the responsibility of those with capital towards those without? Do mate-
rial inequalities always lead to moral hierarchies (hattori 2003)? 

The analysis of the everyday sociality between transnational actors in 
the global south, between the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India, China) and 
non-BRICs, is a privileged site for understanding how ordinary actors 
evaluate shifting global relationships and hierarchies of economic and po-
litical power. As I have demonstrated, ordinary evaluations of these rela-
tionships can be understood as moral evaluations of global order, and of 
the proper relationships that should exist between differentially situated 
actors. These entail more complex frames of evaluation than either “em-
pire” or whatever its elusive opposite arrangement may be. n
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E n d n o t e s :
1Pseudonyms are used throughout the article in accordance with culturally appropriate names (Chinese, 
Christian, or Muslim Tanzanian). Anglicized pseudonyms are used for individuals who introduced them-
selves to me with anglicized names. 

2In this article, translations between English and Kiswahili are marked with sw., and those with Chinese 
are marked with ch.

3Estimates provided to me by interlocutors varied widely.

4I conducted my fieldwork during the closely contested 2015 national elections. The name Edward 
Lowassa, the opposition candidate, itself became a “greeting” among the Kariakoo traders with whom he 
was popular, as did the campaign slogan, in English, “People’s Power.” 

5I am referencing the documentary, “When China Met Africa” (2011), representative of the trope of radical 
encounter in describing China-Africa interactions. 

6There is a teasing element to these greetings. Tanzanians in Kariakoo frequently greeted Chinese strang-
ers as “china!” (pronounced: cheena). They also greeted Chinese with “ni hao!” although often inflected 
with heavily exaggerated use of tones. The offensiveness can be ambiguous, as in how the invocation 
of ethnic stereotypes can become integrated into amiable joking relationships among those familiar with 
each other. I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this connection. 

7Some Tanzanians even argue that the Chinese, unlike the Indians, make an effort to joke around (Benjamin 
Kirby, personal communication). It should therefore be kept in mind that stereotypes like these are defined 
relationality. My Tanzanian interlocutors often compared the Chinese and Indians differently depending on 
their individual experiences. 

8The art of guānxì may facilitate forms of social inclusion, however, as Ong and Nonini (1997) argued, it 
still entails making distinctions between network insiders and outsiders. In Kariakoo, for example, there 
were some Chinese traders who readily greeted and chatted with customers, but would never respond to 
outsiders such as myself.

9In Tanzanian workplaces, however, lunch and other forms of assistance are provided in addition to the 
salary. Some Chinese employers, however, considered such expenses to be subsumed within the salary, 
but others did adapt to this practice. 

10The manner in which Ms. Wang was cautioned by her sister-in-law to be suspicious of strangers is not 
limited to Tanzania, but resembles experiences of migration within China itself (cf. Fang 2013).
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