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Editorial 
 
 

Since the establishment of the first overseas Confucius Institute in 2004, there 

has been a precipitous growth in their number. Today there are close to 300 

Confucius Institutes (CIs) across the world. Most of these are in Asia, but nearly 

a third of all Confucius Institutes are in west and central Europe. 

 

The rapid rise of these institutes is closely linked to the growing significance of 

China in the international arena. Devoted to increasing mutual awareness and 

understanding between China and the rest of the world, Confucius Institutes are 

usually set up as centres for the teaching of Chinese language and culture. 

 

The first Confucius Institute in Africa was launched in Kenya in 2005. Five years 

later, Confucius Institutes had been established in 16 African countries (Benin, 

Botswana, Cameroon, Egypt, Kenya, Liberia, Madagascar, Mali, Morocco, 

Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Sudan, Togo, Tunisia and Zimbabwe).  

 

Given Chinaôs increased economic presence on the African continent, and the 

diplomatic initiatives the Asian country had launched in the recent past (such as 

the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation), Confucius Institutes can play a key 

complementary role to enhance collaboration, exchange and knowledge 

between China and Africa. In this edition we report on the outcomes of two 

recently held meetings about African and worldwide CIs: the Confucius Institute 

Africa Regional Conference hosted by the University of Nairobi in October 2009 

and the fourth Confucius Institute Conference hosted in Beijing in December 

2009. Commentaries are provided by the directors of CIs at two South African 

universities, Stellenbosch and Rhodes. In his commentary Prof Marius Vermaak 

of Rhodes University presents a provocative set of ideas for taking African CIs 

further. 

 

There are certain lessons to be learnt from the way in which Confucius Institutes 

have thus far taken root on the continent. Their expansion and optimal 

functioning have been affected by a number of factors, ranging from the wider 

conditions in the higher education sector in Africa, the ability of Chinese 

language teachers and volunteers to integrate in their adopted environments, 

and the extent to which Confucius Institutes are operationally incorporated into 

management structures at African universities. Addressing these challenges can 

help African CIs reach their full potential 
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ñThe DRC may still be 

plagued by disease and 

absolute poverty and in the 

Eastern parts ravaged by 

war, but its mining sector is 

booming.ò 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Policy Watch 
 
 

Notes from the recent Confucius Institute Africa 

Regional Conference 

 

By Mr. Robert Kotzé,   

         Director: Postgraduate and International Office, 
Stellenbosch University &  

Co-Director: Confucius Institute,  
Stellenbosch University 

 

 

In October 2009 the University of Nairobi hosted the second Confucius Institute 

Africa Regional Conference, a space created by the Confucius Institute (CI) 

Headquarters in Beijing for African CIs to meet, discuss and engage with the CI 

Headquarters. The focus fell on the needs, challenges and features of local 

environments for CIs in Africa. In all the conference provided for fresh perspectives 

on building teaching capacity, extending relevant educational material and 

developing a 10-year plan for African CIs. 

 

In discussing the need to build teaching capacity aspects of sustainability, continuity 

and staff preparation were profiled. Some of the issues raised were: 

 CIs in Africa are developing rapidly and are already facing the next stage, 

i.e. developing degree programmes. The question is whether the volunteers 

sent by the CI Headquarters are qualified to teach in degree programmes 

and whether they could help constitute the basis of such programmes? 

Second, is it sustainable to use volunteers? How can the development of 

local teachers contribute towards sustainability? And finally, how can local 

quality control mechanism at different universities be used to develop 

degree programmes and to recognize local multilingual experience and 

second language acquisition competencies? Using local talent and local 

pedagogies will lead to greater ownership. 

 With reference to continuity, several CI representatives suggested that 

Chinese teachers and volunteers should stay longer. Ideally, a teacher 

should stay with a cohort from the start of their studies until graduation. 

Apart from better incentives and conditions for Chinese volunteers, 

conference goers also suggested that the total career path of Chinese 

teachers and volunteers should be considered when deciding on candidates 

and the length of their stay. 

 Opinions were also expressed about the bilingual capabilities of Chinese 
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ñAfrican CIs have the 

opportunity to enrich Higher 

Education in Africa with 

significant programmes in 

Chinese studies.ò  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

staff, their pre-departure orientation and the time they have to become 

immersed in the local culture before their teaching period commences. 

Chinese staff should also try to understand the educational  context within 

which they work. 

 

Linked to the emphasis on developing local teachers and tapping into local 

experience and competencies, is the development of relevant local teaching 

material. Strong views were expressed on creating a network of African CIs to 

engender the rise of a community of excellence to develop resources. This need will 

also be addressed through the CI Headquarter development of base institutions at 

selected Chinese universities, where the focus wil be on the teaching of Chinese as 

a foreign language. 

 

From the discussions and the official feedback it is clear that there is no such thing 

as a one size fits all CI model. A successful CI needs to: 

 

 Recognise the local needs and comply with local university policies and 

procedures with regard to managing resources and procurement; 

 Build a strong partnership between co-directors and be defined according to 

well delineated roles for co-directors; 

 Be integrated in the regular processes of the host institution; and 

 Secure buy-in from the University Vice-Chancellor or President for continued 

support and to ensure that the institution takes ownership of the CI. 

 

The role of the CI Headquarters is to visit local CIs regularly, to ensure the flow of 

information and to develop the management skills of CI directors. Ultimately, CIs can 

feed into and enhance the activities of academic departments. Other than European 

universities with a long tradition of Sinology Studies where CIs have in the main 

become add-ons to Sinology departments, African CIs have the opportunity to enrich 

Higher Education in Africa with significant programmes in Chinese studies. 

 

Involving the governments on both sides remains contentious. On the one hand, 

Embassy representatives felt strongly about the importance of the different Chinese 

Embassies in linking the CI to the local Chinese community and to the Ministry of 

Education in Beijing. Some conference participants from Africa also expressed the 

opinion that CIs on the continent can not develop independent of wider African 

developmental processes. On the other hand, some participants held the opinion 

that this may lead to a perception that CI and the resultant influence sphere may be 

seen as a form of neo-colonialism. This was noted in the feedback from the CI 

Headquarters and CIs were encouraged to use the CI structure as an opportunity to 

develop strong partnerships with Chinese universities..CIs should also rather be 
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seen as an opportunity to strenghten higher education activities. 

 

The invitation to contribute towards an overall strategic plan for CI for the next 10 

years was taken seriously and the following ideas were discussed: 

 The 10-year plan should be seen as a process where CI as a learning 

organization develops a strategic plan that is sustainable and systematic. 

 Without endangering diversity, the development plan from CI Headquarters 

should give a vision and guideline that can be implemented in each CI 

through shorter term plans and programmes that are tailored to the local 

landscape and partnerships involved in directing the CI. 

 The plan should reflect 

o The important place of culture in language;  

o The fact that CIs are a result of partnerships and that this has 

implications for communication processes. 

o A longer term view on quality and quantity ï the scale of 

activities should be expanded, but should still be based in 

research and good applications. 

 The strategy should have a regional focus to develop own relevant 

standards and to address the unique challenges of CIs in Africa. 

 

****** 

 

ñMutual Collaboration, Continuous Innovation, and Sustainable Development for 

the Future of Confucius Institutes around the Worldò was the title of the keynote 

address of Liu Yandong, Chair: Council of the Confucius Institute Headquarters, at 

the fourth Confucius Institute Conference held in Beijing in December 2009. For the 

next five years he had four suggestions: 

 

ñFirst of all, take a future-orientated perspective while focusing on the 

present and carefully plan for the future development of Confucius 

Institutesé. We need to make visionary arrangements in the mode and 

conditions of operation and the selection of directors and teachersé. 

 

Secondly, strive for a coordinated development, give priority to quality 

and substantially raise the level of Chinese international educationéé 

focusing on increasing the Chinese teaching skills and ability of cross-

cultural communication,é give vigorous support to Confucius Institutes in 

developing their own textbooks tailored to the local realityé. 

 

© Centre for Chinese Studies, University of Stellenbosch; All Rights Reserved  

ñWithout endangering the 

diversity, the development 

plan from CI Headquarters 

should give a vision and 

guideline that can be 

implemented in each CI.ò 

Photo: SU International Office  
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Thirdly, respect uniformity while encouraging diversity and support 

Confucius Institutes to innovate and differentiate themselves from others.... 

This requires Confucius Institutes to adapt to the local situation, position 

itself scientifically and constantly innovate and work out a diverse and 

differentiated development modeé. 

 

Fourth, increase communication and cooperate sincerely to push forward for 

the prosperity of Confucius Institutes.ò  

(Taken from handout of keynote address.) 

 

The points above echo important notions that were part of the discourse at the CI 

regional conference. It also indicates a commitment from the CI Headquarters to 

take the localities seriously and to respond to local needs and interests. The future 

will show if these notions will become part of the strategy for the next five years. 
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Commentary 

 

What should African Confucius Institutes do? 

 

By Professor Marius Vermaak,   

       Rhodes University 

 
 

At present there are roughly 300 Confucius Institutes (CIs) in Asia, Africa, the 

Americas, Europe, and Oceania. Twenty five of them are in Africa. The question in 

my title hints at two other questions: First, should African CIs do something more 

than or different from the core business of the CI system as such, namely, teaching 

Chinese and encouraging understanding of Chinese culture? Second, are African 

conditions sufficiently distinctive to require distinctive functions? I would like to argue 

that the answers to both these questions are: Yes. African CIs must be different 

from, say, European ones; and African CIs need to go beyond the core functions as 

set down by the Hanban. 

 

Let me give some background by mentioning two crucial interventions by top 

Chinese officials. 

 

At the recent fourth Confucius Institute Conference in December 2009 in Beijing, 

State Councillor Liu Yandong gave a surprising keynote address. The gist of her 

message was that CIs should be diverse and should function in a manner that is 

responsive and sensitive to local conditions. I believe this was a very significant 

moment. The tension between two schools of thought regarding CIs, the ñone size 

fits allò faction and the ñlet a thousand flowers blossomò faction, was resolved. The 

Hanban is clearly on a steep but successful learning curve concerning the 

constraints and opportunities offered by operating across the whole wide world.  

 

My own Confucius Institute at Rhodes University, in Grahamstown, South Africa, 

organised a very successful colloquium on ñChina-Africa Economic Relationsò  

[ https://www.ru.ac.za/documents/confuciusinstitute/Colloquium%20booklet.pdf ]  

in September last year. The ambassador to the Peopleôs Republic of China to South 

Africa, the Honourable Mr. Zhong Jianhua, was the guest of honour. During one of 

the discussions a postgraduate student from a country to the north challenged the 

diplomat: ñMr Ambassador, you need to tell us what China plans for us.ò Mr Zhongôs 

response was: ñYou are asking the wrong question. You should not worry about what 

China wants to do to you, but what you want to do for yourself.ò The message was 

that Africans should stop thinking of themselves as passive victims ï always on the 

ñShould African CIs do 

something more than or 

different from the core business 

of the CI system as such, 

namely, teaching Chinese and 

encouraging understanding of 

Chinese culture?ò 

State Councillor Liu Yandong.  
Source: www.xinhua.com 

https://www.ru.ac.za/documents/confuciusinstitute/Colloquium%20booklet.pdf



