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Brokering China’s Extraversion: An Ethnographic Analysis  
of Transnational Arbitration (BROKEX) 

Principal investigator: Heidi Østbø Haugen 

Host institution: Department of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages, University of Oslo 

 

Chinese global engagements are deepening across sectors and geographic regions. The objective 
of BROKEX is to fill specific gaps in knowledge about how China’s extraversion advances. The pro-
ject takes an original approach by examining brokers who mediate in transnational fields. It opens 
the “black box” of China’s global integration by moving beyond descriptions of input and output 
characteristics to elucidate underlying dynamics. The objective will be achieved in two phases. 
First, the PI and two postdoctoral researchers will carry out ethnographic case studies in the Pearl 
River Delta, South China, that yield complementary information on the common challenge of bro-
kering across geographic scales:  
* Connecting low-cost Chinese manufacturing with African markets;  
* Integrating Chinese academic research with global scientific communities;  
* Transnational architecture production.  
The diverse cases offer insights into the mechanisms of brokerage across distinctive sectors. In the 
second step, we build on the empirical findings and literature to develop brokerage theory. Social 
scientific research on brokerage commonly uses the morphology of social networks as its starting 
point, and focuses on how actors positioned at the intersection between groups operate. BROKEX 
adopts an innovative approach by examining how actors strategically seek to shape network mor-
phologies in order to bridge gaps between groups. By directing theoretical attention towards rela-
tionship formation that precedes acts of brokerage, this line of inquiry advances understandings of 
how and why brokered connections emerge. Ethnographic case studies combined with critical the-
orization will generate new knowledge about the processes beneath the “rise of China” – one of 
the most consequential socioeconomic developments of our times. 
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Section a. Extended synopsis 

Introduction 

Accounts of China’s extraversion are full of paradoxes. On one hand, China is portrayed as extremely well 

connected, influencing more sectors and geographic regions than any other country, attracting investments 

from around the world, and upending the global political landscape. On the other, China is understood as an 

inept insulated global actor – a solo artist crudely imposing its priorities on others. Concomitant descriptions 

of influence and marginalization suggest that beneath the singularizing assertion of the “rise of China” lies 

a multitude of heterogeneously configured practices. Chinese transnational engagements represent one of 

the most far-reaching socioeconomic developments of our times, and generating knowledge about how they 

unfold is imperative. Furthermore, the speed, magnitude, and diversity with which Chinese extraversion de-

velops create an exceptionally apposite opportunity to examine the formation of mediated transnational rela-

tionships and advance theories of brokerage. 

Chinese global engagements have thus far been studied mainly through features of their input (high 

labor supply, capital surplus, quest for international recognition, etc.) and output (foreign direct investments, 

trade, diplomatic achievements, etc.). Considerably less is known about the processes between these endpoints 

– the distinct ways incentives are translated into concrete transnational linkages. BROKEX will fill specific 

gaps in knowledge concerning how China’s extraversion advances. The project will use transnational bro-

kerage as an opening wedge for examining how relations are initiated across territories and scales and subject 

to analytical scrutiny the diverse logics and courses that produce transnational connections from China. 

The overarching objective of BROKEX is to generate knowledge about how brokers advance China’s 

global integration by mediating between actors across geographic scales. The objective will be achieved 

in two steps. First, the PI and two postdoctoral researchers (“postdocs” for short) will carry out ethnographic 

case studies in the Pearl River Delta (PRD), South China, that offer complementary insights into the common 

challenge of brokering between local and global resources. The cases allows for insights into mechanisms of 

brokerage that cut across distinctive sectors. Second, the empirical analysis will serve as a springboard for 

critically assessing and developing theories of brokerage. While the proliferation of brokerage across do-

mains and geographic areas has put brokers back on the social science agenda, analytical frameworks have not 

evolved correspondingly. BROKEX will promote theoretical renewal by drawing on a multidisciplinary body 

of literature and original empirical data to conceptualize how actors manipulate network morphologies and 

redefine scales.  

State of the art and concept development 

China’s extraversion 

Key traits of China’s increasing external engagements are captured by the concept of “extraversion”, intro-

duced by Bayart’s (1999) work on the global history of Africa. First, China never existed in isolation. Even 

during periods of economic regression, the People’s Republic of China extended foreign aid (Brautigam, 2009), 

lent support to decolonialization movements (Bräutigam, 1998; Monson, 2009), pursued programs for tech-

nology import (Snow, 1988), and encouraged two-way mobility of students and technical personnel (King, 

2013). Second, the power dynamics of China’s relationship with the rest of the world must be understood 

within several scalar contexts, including global structural relations, regional integration, local settings, and 

active participation by Chinese individuals. These scales of analysis are as important to examining eras when 

China was a dependent party in the world economic and political systems as they are relevant to understanding 

present-day China’s relative dominance. Bayart (1999: 100) suggested that the dynamics of extraversion can 

be captured through the concepts of locality (terroir) and action. To this we should add space: Extraversion 

reorders relations between entities, and is thus an inherently spatial process. BROKEX approaches space as 

neither a container in which events are fixed nor a grid existing outside of phenomena, but rather as something 

constituted through action and folded into ongoing interactions, flows, and power relations (cf. Lefebvre, 1992; 

Massey, 1993; Rose, 1999).  

The PRD has been a leading site for China’s extraversion. Hong Kong provided an entrepôt city to 

facilitate the PRD’s economic globalization through the so-called “front shop, back factory” model for several 

decades (Feenstra and Hanson, 2004). In 1978, China’s reform and opening-up policies were launched in the 

region, which also came to host some of the country’s first special economic zones (Cartier, 2001; Deng, 2001). 

A drop in global demand for consumer goods following the 2008 financial crisis affected the PRD markedly, 

and the region has become a location of policy experimentation to bring Chinese engagements with the global 

economy into a post-industrial era (Mulvad, 2015). 
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Theoretical foundations: Social networks, brokerage, and relationship formation 

The idea that actors positioned between groups have the power to change the dynamics of interaction was 

launched in the early twentieth century through Simmel’s work on “the third element” (Simmel and Wolff, 

1950). This third actor may embody different roles: tertius iungens (the third who joins) strengthens the union 

between the other parties and settles conflicts, whereas tertius gaudens (the third who benefits) uses the inter-

mediary position to promote self-interests. Some actors also intentionally produce conflicts between others to 

gain advantages through a strategy of divide et impera (divide and rule). Social network analysts further 

developed these arguments, emphasizing that “actors” can denote both groups and individuals. In The strength 

of weak ties, Granovetter (1973) posited that connections offering the only route along which information and 

influence can flow between groups ‒ termed “bridges” ‒ are crucial for linking separate social networks and 

producing benefits for the actor in the middle. Bringing this line of reasoning explicitly to bear on the topic of 

brokerage, Burt (2005) asserted that when there are few bridges across a gap between groups, actors in the 

middle have much to gain from taking on a brokering role. Effective brokers create new connections between 

groups and profit from trust within them. 

Ethnographies of brokerage have typically examined actors who mediate not only between groups, 

but also across scales. Studies of postcolonial nations have highlighted how brokers enabled new forms of 

political relationships, particularly between local tradition-oriented communities and modernistic states 

(Bailey, 1963; James, 2011; Lindquist, 2015; Scott, 1972). Social versatility rendered brokers effective at cre-

ating such connections, but also called into question their loyalties. Ethnographies of brokerage have also 

emphasized how brokers embody contrasting sets of attributes that evoke moral ambiguity and suspicion. The 

ethnographic interest in brokerage saw an upswing in the wake of worldwide neoliberal reforms, after which 

state-centered understandings of power became blatantly inadequate (James, 2011). Various kinds of brokers 

have been instrumental in effecting neoliberal programs, through on-the-ground project implementation and 

transmitting ideas and schemes between contexts. Brokers who strategically manipulate the assets made avail-

able by neoliberalism have enabled some individuals to become economic agents and ease the negative effects 

of reforms while simultaneously personifying the changes that so often threaten established livelihoods 

(Bierschenk et al., 2002; Comaroff and Comaroff, 2003; James, 2011).  

Studies of guanxi (connections or interpersonal relations) place the formation of strategic connections 

at the center of analysis. A classic text in the Chinese social sciences ‒ From the soil by Fei Xiaotong (1992, 

orig. 1947) ‒ analyzed how people work to achieve and maintain their desired amount of social connectivity. 

Descriptions of guanxi emphasize that flows of wealth and feelings in relationships often are mutually enabling: 

emotions entail material obligations and material exchanges incite feelings (Kipnis, 1997). The commonly 

used expression “pull guanxi” articulates the mediated nature of social influence, whereby a chain of relation-

ships is activated until it reaches the person one intends to influence (Yang, 1994). As favors are extended, 

they induce debts that are repaid with future favors. Familiarity must be established before resources can be 

exchanged for mutual benefit (Smart, 1993). Such familiarity may be bred where no prior foundation exists, 

or it can be supported through shared characteristics, such as kinship, place of origin, and educational history. 

Irrespective of their bases, relationships can only subsist by being actively cultivated and maintained (Gold et 

al., 2002; Yan, 1996). 

Research objectives 

BROKEX will study the process of China’s extraversion in action. Examining brokering across scales constitutes 

an innovative approach to understanding the dynamics through which Chinese external ties are formed and 

strengthened. BROKEX moves research beyond the state-of-the-art by pursuing this overarching objective: 

To demonstrate how China’s extraversion is advanced by diverse brokers who position them-

selves and mediate between actors across geographical scales.  

The project takes a process-oriented approach to brokerage. A foundational assumption is that social rela-

tions do not automatically appear; they must be produced. The production of social relations often heavily 

relies on brokerage when they span large social and/or geographical distances. By using ethnographic methods, 

the project will generate data on how brokers initiate connections between various sites in the PRD and other 

parts of the world. This will bring about new knowledge about the specific processes that result in the trans-

national integration of Chinese localities and provide a foundation for further developing the notion of China’s 

extraversion. The project’s overarching objective will be bolstered by three intermediary objectives: 

 1.  To analyze how prospective brokers come to occupy interstitial spaces that enable mediation. 

 2.  To analyze how actors take advantage of their network positions to mediate across scales. 

 3.  To theoretically refine the notion of China’s extraversion as an outcome of brokerage. 
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A fourth, and ancillary, objective articulates the theoretical ambitions of BROKEX: 

 4.  To advance social scientific theories on brokerage.  

Studying how actors occupy positions from which they can undertake brokerage creates potential for inductive 

theory building. The project will direct theoretical attention towards relationship formation, an oft-neglected 

stage in brokerage processes, and leverage this original focus to advance social scientific theories of brokerage. 

BROKEX will also critically reappraise frameworks that present brokerage in terms of structural gaps and 

group closure.  

Case studies of brokerage across geographic scales 

China’s extraversion is diverse in its logics and consequences. To capture this diversity, BROKEX will ex-

amine three ongoing processes of transnational engagements. In each case study, brokers forge transnational 

connections to enable access to new sets of resources. The cases range from low- to high-end economic sectors, 

entail various degrees of state involvement, and represent different phases in the national leadership’s imagined 

development path (cf. Kerr, 2016). The focus of inquiry is on how actors attain and maintain positions from 

which they can create connections across geographic scales. Efforts to forge new transnational connections 

may be interrupted at any one of these junctures. Unsuccessful endeavors to connect actors are no less analyt-

ically interesting, as initiatives that ultimately fail yield valuable information about what is required to succeed 

(cf. Corbett et al., 2007). Figure 1 presents an overview of the case studies, including examples of the types of 

local and global resources to which brokers provide access. 

Traditional comparative methodologies seek out similarities and differences between mutually exclusive 

contexts (Ward, 2008). By contrast, this project carries out several studies of how processes of extraversion 

unfold within one region, and uses them to raise questions about each other and identify crosscutting analytical 

concerns. Transnational connections take on different expressions in each case, which brings the dynamics of 

brokerage to the fore and supports a conceptually oriented analysis. Combined, the cases provide a solid 

foundation for critical theorization, which validates the project’s dedication of extensive resources to data 

collection. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The project case studies of brokerage between the global and the local levels.  

Our key methods of data collection will be participant observation and semi-structured interviews. In case 

studies 2, 3, and 4, information will be also elicited through analysis of documents, for example provincial 

science and technology policies, strategy documents of research institutions, and urban planning documents 

from sites that try to attract high-tech foreign investment. The PI will coordinate the fieldwork and collect data 

for case study 1, and the two ERC-funded postdoctoral researchers will take the lead in case studies 2 and 4, 

respectively. Case study 3 will be undertaken by Dr. Lai Sze Tso, whose work is funded by the Research 

Council of Norway.  
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Case study 1: Exports from China to Africa focuses on labor-intensive, low-technology, polluting, 

and informally organized manufacturing. While national and regional strategies are designed to reduce de-

pendence on such industries, they represent the economic mainstay for many firms and localities. The compe-

tition between the countless small-scale manufacturers that produce goods primarily for developing country 

end markets is strong (Haugen, 2011; Lyons et al., 2013). These producers rely on agents connected to pro-

spective customers and who have knowledge of tastes, purchasing power, and legal practices in the end markets 

for their goods. Relevant field sites for participant observation have been identified through previous research. 

They include logistics bureaus, trading malls, and the offices of licensed and unregistered import−export agents 

in and around Guangzhou. Themes to explore through observation include the tasks for which actors rely on 

intermediaries and the social norms according for transactions. Social norms can be examined via observations 

of conflicts that arise between business partners, which force actors to articulate expectations and tacit rules. 

The infrastructure for direct exports from South China to African countries has been significantly altered over 

the past two decades. Biographical interviews with Chinese and African brokers who have engaged in this 

trade for a long time will be used to elicit information about how the role of brokerage has evolved with 

changing circumstances. To avoid the inclusionary bias associated with interviewing successful brokers only, 

I will interview brokers who have been expelled the value chains as they were restructured. These will be 

identified through contacts from previous fieldwork (2009-17). Data from the trade database UN Comtrade 

and the World Bank container port traffic database will be used to identify trends in Sino-African exports (see 

(Haugen, 2011) for a discussion of reliability problems in these data). Brokerage in China‒Africa exports been 

professionalized over the past decade, which puts pressure on informal brokers (Haugen, forthcoming; 

Mathews, 2015). The case study will examine how brokers manoeuver to retain strategic positions as China‒

Africa trade evolves in ways that threaten to make them redundant 

Case study 2: Academic research examines efforts by Chinese research institutions to gain interna-

tional recognition. China has very high research expenditures, and adopted research assessment models that 

remains conformist to international and Western-dominated standards (OECD, 2017; Zhang, 2015). Success 

is measured by global recognition, including university rankings, patents, and publication in international jour-

nals. A diverse group of brokers help research institutions initiate connections to access these resources and 

justify their practices within prevailing Western frameworks. The fieldwork for this case will mainly take place 

in Shenzhen, which is a center for engagement between industry and academia focused on science and tech-

nology. Large research institutions recruit employees in charge of managing and expanding relations with 

multinational companies and foreign academic partners as well as local governments and industry stakeholders. 

These brokers have to skillfully appease concerns about differences in scientific cultures and prevent legal 

incongruities and promote compatibility between local research practices and Western ethics frameworks. In-

terviews with such brokers will examine their qualifications, responsibilities, and modes of operation. The 

participant observation will focus on their interaction with current or potential partners in formal and informal 

settings. Access to these meetings will be negotiated either through the institutions, the brokers themselves, or 

their foreign counterparts. Fieldwork for cases study 2 will also be undertaken at second-tier universities in the 

PRD, which are forced to internationalize by government directives and funding incentives, but are in a weaker 

position to do so than the institutions studied in Shenzhen. A growing body of commercial brokers assists such 

institutions in meeting demands for internationalization.  

Case study 3: New foreign investments examines how localities in Guangdong attract new types of 

foreign investments. A project under which data for this case study can be collected has been funded by the 

Research Council of Norway. The additional funding has freed up resources to add a fourth case study. 

Case study 4: Transnational architecture production emphasizes the symbolic and spatial dimension 

of local-global brokerage. The case covers transnational engagements of particularly high representational 

value, such as internationally recognized architecture landmarks and real estate developments. More than the 

three other case studies, this case will highlights the importance of multinational organizations as brokers, as 

they exert a strong push to liberalize trade in services. Investments in real estate is highly place-bound, and 

provides an opportunity to understand how state power and resources converge at the metropolitan level in 

ways that are mediated by commercial and local government actors. International architecture firms bring 

Western architectural expressions and prestige to Chinese context, and must negotiate the terms under which 

they work with local planners. The architects themselves are in a brokerage position, bringing new design 

concepts, technical expertise, and institutional resources from abroad to China. 

Data for the case studies will be collected through participant observation and semi-structured inter-

views. Since participant observation is a method for understanding the world from the viewpoint of those 

engaging in brokerage or employing brokers, key actions will involve spending extended time in the environ-

ment under study, observing and participating in everyday activities, obtaining information through free-flow-

ing discussions, and detailed note-taking. The interviews will examine strategies for forging transnational 
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connections and elicit reflections and comments from research informants regarding observed events. Focusing 

on interactions that transcend China implies that brokers must understand several sets of norms governing 

interpersonal relationships. The project will assess whether the transborder nature of relationships represents 

an added source of uncertainty concerning the brokers’ loyalties and moral standings. The scale of analysis 

will be kept open to the ethnography at hand, allowing for the fact that research participants may experience 

relations as, for example, interregional or transnational rather than local/global (Lindquist, 2015; Lindquist et 

al., 2012; Zhang, 2012). 

Addressing critical gaps in brokerage theory 

BROKEX will bring the methodological and theoretical rigor with which guanxi research has studied relation-

ship formation into social network theory, which has tended to take network morphology as the starting point 

for analysis of brokerage. The case studies generate data on how actors maneuver to attain positions from 

which they can engage in brokerage. Although the literature on guanxi has been focused on China and the 

Chinese diaspora, its methods and conceptual frameworks have broad relevance. BROKEX approaches 

guanxi practices as historical and cultural adaptations to broader contextual circumstances. Accounts from 

China in the post-reform era document how guanxi networks have proliferated in some domains while declin-

ing in other (Chan and Unger, 1982; Osburg, 2013; Tan, 2016; Yang, 2002). The ways guanxi practices emerge, 

transform, and disappear suggest that they are historically specific – they are not some quintessentially Chinese 

phenomenon that can be pitted against detached individualized Western relations. The analysis of transnational 

brokerage from China will use guanxi scholarship as a perspective from which to further develop analytical 

frameworks for understanding brokerage as a general social phenomenon. The endeavor inscribes BROKEX 

into a larger intellectual agenda of “provincializing knowledge” ‒ to understand the social world from different 

sites and confront the limits to knowledge production anywhere (Chakrabarty, 1992). Brokerage will be theo-

rized with China as an explicit vantage point, while at the same time aiming to draw conclusions that have 

the potential to transcend China (cf. Mizoguchi 1989, quoted in Chen, 2010). 

A second area for theory development will be to use detailed ethnographic accounts of China’s extra-

version to advance theoretical understandings of how brokerage is affected by the geographic scale at which 

it is performed and understood. Political structures have become less encapsulated under neoliberalism, 

resulting in obfuscation of the scalar levels brokers operate at and negotiate between. BROKEX adopts a rela-

tional understanding of scale: Scale is approached as internal to and resulting from the exertion of power rather 

than as a politically neutral characteristic of the scope of social relations (Peck, 2002; Swyngedouw, 1997). 

By extension, brokers do not merely mediate between fixed scales; instead, scales emerge through socio-eco-

nomic processes of mediation. Brokers are thus important actors in bringing scales into being as well as in 

transcending scales. 

Project organization, feasibility, and risks 

The project will run for five years. Stage I is devoted to a literature review, the recruitment of two postdocs, 

and an opening workshop with the project team and expert advisory group. Stage II structures the data collec-

tion and academic collaboration in Guangzhou. Stage III involves data analysis by the PI and the two postdocs 

and the co-authoring of a monograph based on these data. Stage IV is reserved for theoretically oriented anal-

ysis and the authoring of four conceptually focused journal articles. The project culminates with an interna-

tional conference at the University of Oslo. 

The postdocs will be hired following an open call; several candidates with Chinese language proficiency, 

relevant fieldwork experience, and proven publishing ability have already been identified. Complementarity 

in disciplinary background will also be taken into account when hiring postdocs. A PhD student will join the 

team with a self-selected case study (contemporary or historical, under the main topic of the project). 

Dissemination and communication of results 

BROKEX has two main academic deliverables. The project team members will co-author a monograph to be 

published by a reputable university press, making the knowledge gained about China’s extraversion accessible 

to a wide academic audience. The monograph will be structured into sections and chapters based on the for-

warded arguments rather than providing a sequential presentation of the case studies. This will be the first 

book-length ethnographic study of how China’s global integration advances. The book will be translated, pub-

lished, and distributed for a Chinese readership. With the PI as single or lead author, the theoretically oriented 

analysis will be written up as articles targeted for publication in top-tier journals in human geography, China 

studies, and interdisciplinary social network analysis. A dedicated website will be launched for research dis-

semination and communication with colleagues, policymakers, and a general audience.   
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