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The erstwhile arts and media critic Darryl Accone has written trus entertammq aI1J 
rllurmnatrnq auto/tuoqraptucal "novel which opens a wmdow on the experiences of the 
small but not 111s1g111f1cant population of South African Chmese Or 1s that Chinese Sor.t: 
Atncans ? fl1e ambrqurtres of identrtv and belonging alluded to in such a quest.on ak 
pondered 111 a I1aI r alive of or 1g111s and acculturations that traverses two continents ar: I 
almost a hundred years The book begins 111 poverty-stricken rural China 111 1SJ11 ,:, 
which Accones great qrandfather Ln11ush1 and grandfather Ail K1w1k are leaving for the 
fabled gold rnount.un uf Ninnteoctiov: t South Afuca: Their purpose rs to rncike a quICf. 
fortune and tt1e11 return to Ch111a. but they both become entangled 111 their new lives 111 
Africa and A/1 K,·:nk never sets foot 111 China again The wr1t111g 1s part rustonca: 
narratrve part :wtCJhrography. and part f1ctron and slides between th,, genres as ,t 
weaves together ..luldhood stories told by the author s grandparents arcl11val rnateI1a1 

and imaqmauve reconstruction to trace the fates and fortunes of lus family 111 the 
noxious and highly racralrsed tPrr:,111 of colonial and apartheid South Africa T!Hc first half 
of the book reconstructs his ancestors converging journeys to Nnndeec/10'.: 
interspersed w1tl1 1t:coll(:ct1or1s and Iecreat1011s of the China of I11s [or ebe.u s vouth 111,s 
rural C:11111.i 1, ii,Htrayt:d 111 snmetune s wonderfully poetic and evocative prose a~ 
11at1J1,1lly b,,;111t1t11I stet:p,·d 111 dll<:IL'llt rnyth and culturally complex I andscap,,;, s1r,'CII~ 
a11d fo,1ds .11,· .ill 111111111"ly <J,,t;11lt·<1 and tied to aI1cw·nt ;111(1 r·lahrnate trc1i1,t,u1 

()11e of the 1p,.111,J.111<'S tiHJ hook tr11H Iles 011 Is what it 111hlllS to call ,111,-s,-·lt I ·t1111e~c' 11· 
•;out!, /1111, ;i .111 I 1,,,,111,, ,111 1111,- 1 ,y pat11 t,et·NePn 011 tile 011<' I1,rnil an ,11,,,.,,11 :, ";.-:s 
f(iOlS ()f c1r11 1· ,l!y ;J<.;, ;1 hd'.-,1'.; fcJI ( __ :illt1t:~SPl1f":'SS ;111d ()fl the rJ)ht-·I 1~H.dt" t1ybr1,j 
synr:I,·tw IHl(liJll'., 111 1111;; i.<IIJ!t:>t wh.rt Arr:rinf: s 11(-t;I1Jt·cl 11,d ;Jlll:fl t 1d,l11• ·ft·'.,• ,.pt,,' C 
of C:11111.1 s,·,•111 l11 ,H I11,•v,, v,,ry pow,,rfully 1c, tile r·rn1stII1111011 ot .i I :11111,·•,1· i'h-11t1t, /111111, 
1•1ut,,r! 111 th,- ,,,,ii ;111d l1,1,l1t1"11,1I r,ult11rt· ot tlH· I:I1111,,c,,• l11Hllf·l.111,I ] 1,, ,, 1 l,-,1·1, 
"1I11111.,sed 1111(111:1 ,,f :11:ti11H'Stc d1c1sr1r11a wh1rh 1I11p;irtc; :1 Sl·ll',•· ,,t '"'ITI d p,,,1pl.-, .. ,,ti: 
/11storw;il I1,1,t•, ,111d dest1111es r111ts1d,: th<'" t1I11E:1sr,au, r,f tli,- l1<i,,t 11,II,r r, ,, .1,t1,nd ·_,,,- 
q11oted 111 A11q :';JIn 14)1 1111;, r;la1I111m; uf 01ffe1e1w1· w,t1w1 th,· ridl•ill , Jt~ I.,·st ,1 
syrnbol1c en1dII, ,pc1tI1)I1 from I111w111ty a11d'r11 llLll'Jllldl1•,e:rJ ,,t,ItII', .111 I, ,,, ,.,,,. ,t, ri,1' ·, 

powerful /);1s1s fnr 1ilc,11t1f1cat1u11 dlld tH·l()11q1111~ 1/111q )l)f· 



\/'/hen read 1n contrast to contemporary literature by Chinese authors frorn the 
mainland leg Gao. 2000: Ha. 2001 ). Accone s China· seems always already bound 
up with his own immersion in South African life For example, there are moments 1n the 
book that resemble popular cinematic representations of ancient China, while others 
resonate with my own childhood memories of growing up in Johannesburg's Chinatown 
Chinese· dialogues in the book reproduce the same sparse Chinese sounds and 
phrases that make up my own scattered vocabulary. and images of Ch111a repeat rny 
childhood imaqrrunqs of what rt where I came from', must be like. This montaqe of 
images and sounds make up the diasponc dream of the cultural exile a profound 
feel111g that deep inside there exists a true identity that would make sense of the 
experience of ahenatron of the feeling that one must belong elsewhere Rut Accone s 1s 
an Illusory Chmeseness that 1s irrevocably distorted and altered by its South African 
context Accone s wntmq far from celebrating the hybridity that emerges 111 this 111 
betweenness (cf Ang. 2003) seems intent on unearthing a true Chmeseness which 1n 
the end, ironically subverts its own claim to ·authenticity · 

There are aspects of Accone s story that unsettle, even 1f only rrnplicitlv an 
uncomplicated identification with ethnic origin A significant theme of the writing 1s the 
conflict hrs family experiences between ·fitting 1n" to the host nation and the very strong 
imperative to remain true to their origins The characters in the book play this out in 
ways that challenge the easy appeal to historical origin as a basis for identity This 1s 
seen very specifically 111 the details of the everyday lives of his family in South Africa 111 
the second half of the book After years of mteqration and acculturation" Accone s 
parents and grandparents are mstnuated very profoundly into South African life they 
live 1n places like Sophiatown play the saxophone. speak Chinese and Zulu dance tri 
Rogers and Hammerstein and rnaskancfa. and eat rniehe pap as well as congee The 
hybrid1ty implied 1n the way they live their lives and their modes of cultural consumption 
points to a more complicated entanglement between South African· and Chinese It 1s 
these characters. and the hybrid identities they imply that blur and puncture the 
boundanes that separate nations and challenge the power of the homoqerusrnq 1dent1ty 
projects of nation states (cf Ang 2003) 

Importantly the book also purports to shed light on the positron and rJxper1ences CJ! tlH· 
Chinese under apartheid and therefore to locate the Chinese within the current South 
African sociopohtical arena The back-page blurb introduces this theme by describ111g 
the Chinese as having been clas sitied non-white under apartheid hut who are now not 
sPen as having been previously disadvantaged To be sure. the Ch1nfJSf, were suhiect 
to and undoubtedly suffered under the same drscnminatory laws and policios as other 
non -wnites" under apartheid but the book does give the unpression that the Chinese 
were not actively persecuted at times slipping throuqh the cracks· of the absurd ;ind 
over-elaborate apartheid system of racial classmcation It also seems that little ir1 tlie 
way of active resistance to apartheid was mounted by the Chinese and that they lived 
relatively low profile lives and kept to themselves And srqruncantly the successful 
mobilisatron of diasponc links to Chine seness allowed appeals to the then I a1w;111Pse 
government (with whom the apartheid government maintained links: to lobby for IH!tter 
treatment for South African Chinese on certain minor issues 1cf Yap & l eonq Man 
1CJ9f3) 



The recent revival of interest 1n Frantz Fanon and Steve Biko In South Afocd1, 
psvcholoqv (due largely to writers like Hook 2003 20041 has brought some powe1f1:I 
theoretical resources to bear on questions ot 1de11t1ty 111 South Africa after apa:t1:.,1d 
Without suggesting too close an att1111ty with the rpost I colonial experience tnere 11'1ql', 
still. perhaps. be a substantive question as to whether such theoretical reso.u ces .v,H.:•1 
apply to the Chinese experience 111 South Africa Accone s book rather than a:l1,v11,q 
llls1ght into tlus. fails 1n its easy rnvocatron of an essentralised and enduring Chinese 
identrty as a counter to racist objectrtrcation Feelings of mfenonty engendered b, 
racism, or l1v1ng a double consciousness 1n the Fanoruan sense id Hook 2C03 
which have surely been a part of my own experience as a 'Chinese growing up ,n 
South Africa are not even alluded to At one point Accone s mother - rejected by her 
primary school friends - cries out 111 a moment of desperation I want to be white H.cc• 
fathers fierce rebuke Is that she 1s Crnnese a member of the most c1v•i1sed ar,: 
cultured race on earth· and should never wish to be otherwise Under aparther: 
therefore. belllg Chinese seemed to grant an important sense of posmve 1dent1ty ·:;,th 
its links to an enduring and ancient crvihsauon. aliowmq one to see oneself outsioe o' 
the derogatory racial classrticatrons of the time This being said 111 the context of a•1 
apartheid system that (violently) imposed identities on individuals according to the 
obvious facts· of racrahsed bodies Accones book does not seem to question 
Ctuneseness as a natural fact 111 itself or the idea that 11 could be an 1cJe11t1tv that :,as 
not necessarily welcomed hv those so identrfred 

The Chrnese con murutv itself was not exempt from its own practices of exclusion a1v1 
Accone's "rruxed ancestry was Just as much a target of discrurunanon For example 
Accone tells of how as a child hrs qranomother Gertie was refused adrmss.on to tlk 
local Chinese school because she was not considered pure Chinese These instances 
1n the book illustrate the esse11t1alrst and fundamentally exclusionary poimcs ot ti v 
notion of a Chinese diaspora Despite their attractiveness to postcolorual hoer ator )' 
endeavours such constructions of drasporrc Chrneseness are quite drtterer71 to 
conceptuahsauons rif an Afr wan draspo: a as so lucidly espoused by f'aLJI 1;111, ,1 1 1 c,· · - 
While identrtv 111 the tonner relies on the explortatrun of an ahenation frrnn a11 assur:-c:J 
cultural core or homeland (Chun 2001 99) the latter 1s built 011 shared memories c' 
sufterinq and (·nslavement a traumatic: and forced rupture from home and ttie er rss 
crossmq of th,· /xtl.uit«: ( lr:,;;111 wh.rt (j1l1,,y reft!IS to .is tl1e hlcick /\tl,rnt,c , 1 '.•'.I-·-<..' 1, 
Here rdenntv Is ,;1tu,11t;d 111 tit:tw,,,,11 111 111ove111v11t and 111 new l1ytH1rJ r.11lt1J1dl h·r,1" 
rattier than 111 ;i '"1111,,ct1rn1 \() ,HI 1111,H11r1,·d lmrm_, 11atIu11 'JI c1 pllrt· or1<i111c1I u1Itt,,e 

Accone s tJ()(>k 111,1y tie st«,n ds .i , l,11111 tn helorllJ to ttw Chinese r1atI<1r1 It Is al.T .ir 
expressI011 of 11o<;t,1lq1c y«,1111111r1 fr,1 ,1 1r,tur11 home 111 wt11ch tile t10r1,· of tieIc,ngir,c1 _,, 
an end to al" ·11;1t1, J11 i that Is 11wv1tat ,Jy ,1lw;1ys drsapprnnted 1 Is seen to Ire Seen 111 trk 
South /\tr1c,111 <JJ11it'xt 11 rs ;in dSS(·1t1r1n of d1tfe1c:11u: And yet 111 its au ·,w,ts of Cl1111tase 
peoples u1d111,11v l1v"s arid ',11ff,"111HJ 1J11,1t,1 apa1tl1P1li It 1·, also .i s11111Jlt,111e,J·1s c1ss,--.11,,,, 
of s;imcnesc; ot S()11th /\f11r:;11ir1t,ss l lw details prov1dr,rJ for ,·xa1111,le cf lire 111 '" ''. 
white q1rn1p dlf·ds like N1,wr lili!' Jol1a11w,sllllr'J twrnq ,,xcl,1,Jc-d f,,,11 ,•,l,11,_- l·,.~,-~ 
illld schools ,111,j •cl)(J)llfltt!lc, w1tl1 r:11lt111al awf lllllSll.dl ICOllS ;111:1 dlill ,lP,l'111t:1.J t ,·1 .. 
seem to lay ;i hu11d:it1on for claims to a all,e1t eq111voc1I mor ;ii , ,1 P' I1\'r 11 re,,: "" i· • ' 

the Cl1111esr- 111 S1,1,tl1 /1.fw.il /\nd thPst' cl;i11ns t,lur 1,1 ,,xlt,rvl tt•,- t., ,•,.Jc1•·,._ 1 
:,' 1· 

1t mezins to ti,, e1tlle1 South /\f11<;111 u1 l.h1m,s,, rH hntll Ti1,,,, ,1 l1,· 11kr" 1 •., :· _l 
1.'' ,·•, 
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