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Abstract

The identity of Chinese overseas with China has long been
a major concern to both the emigrating and immigrating countries. It
has been labeled as national, political, economic, cultural and/or racial.
Wang Gungwu disputes the validity of single source of identity and is
more inclined to argue for multiple identities of which ideology is only
one.

The present study aims not at refuting the multi-identity
hypothesis but to fine-tune it by introducing the concept of virtual
identity. We suggest that some of those multiple identities, at certain
stage of nation building, could be only virtual vis-a-vis the real one.
This applies specifically to the Chinese national identity of the second
generation or locally born Overseas Chinese shortly after the War (1945-
1957), and this also applies to those who had no clan ties whatsoever
with China. This may be judged by the manner they sang patriotic songs
in early Malaya.

A virtual identity is one that derives from a virtual rather than
a real setting, such as through singing of native songs, and particularly
patriotic songs. The present paper explores the nature of the Chinese
patriotic songs that had once demarcated the ideological boundaries
among the Chinese in Malaya during the 1930’s through the 1960’s.
Patriotic songs are songs that would tend to arouse nationalistic feelings
and awareness on the part of the singers and listeners. It therefore served
as a motivational force for identity construction.

Thematically, these songs may be broadly categorized into

revolutionary, anti-Japanese, and anti-colonialism, and are identifiable
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through a series of keywords used in the lyrics. The ideological
labels of Left-Wing and Right-Wing are assigned according to a few
classificatory principles, e.g. the ideological background of the major
cultural or chorus troupes that had performed in Malaya since 1928,
the ideological background of the song writers, government policies on
songs, etc.

The more prominent cases of a virtual Chinese identity
are derived from two prime sources: First, Chinese immigrants in
Malaya continued to sing patriotic songs that were banned by both
the governments that claimed to be the true representation of the
motherland. Second, the confessions of deported Malayan communists
who had been singing songs that portrayed battlefields in China, reveal
that they had no fundamental geographical knowledge of China.
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