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FOREWORD

For several decades, the role of the overseas
Chinese in the 1911 revolution has been poorly
understood, It has been either wildly exaggerated
or lightly dismissed. One source of this misunder-
standing has been the of t~quoted phrase, “the hua-
ch’iao was the mother of revolution”. This was
spoken with pride among many communities outside
China, but was also used by Chinese from China
when they wished to appeal to Aua-ch’iao patriotism
and sought their financial, contributions to “revolu-
tionary” causes. But in time, certainly by the 1950s,
the phrase had outworn its usefulness. This is closely
related to the fact that the hua-ch’iao did not play
a notable part in either the revolution of 1927 or
that of 1949 and were not thought likely to play
any role in future revolutions.

But the phrase did seriously affect the way
many people, both Chinese and foreigners, saw the
role of hua-ch’iao as a force for revolution. It
misled many hua-ch’'iao into believing that they
were much more progressive than they ever were,
and led others to seek heroic and romantic careers
for themselves even when revolution was not the
obvious answer to their problems. Also, it often



alarmed the colonial and local state authorities of
South-East Asia about the dangerous Chinese in
their midst and caused unnecessary confrontations
over political issues in China of no relevance to
the region. At the same time, the situation was no
clearer to people in China: among the contradictory
images they had of the hua-ch’iao were (a) that
they were rich and prepared to support revolution;
(b) that they were mainly poor coolies driven to
revolutionary urges; (c) that they were invariably
patriotic and ready to sacrifice their wealth and
even their lives for China; (d) that they were
corrupted by foreign cultures and no longer cared
for the motherland; (e) that they were incurably
bourgeois and therefore totally un-revolutionary if
not anti-revolution; and (f) that they were never
really revolutionary nor particularly patriotic but
supported “revolution” only because they wanted
protection from a strong China.

How can there be so many views——each such a
mixture of prejudice, suspicion and hasty judgments
———about the hua-ch’iao. The most important reason
is that there is still so little scholarly work done on
the subject. Hence the publication of Dr Yen's
book is something of a landmark. It is not only a
model of exhaustive scholarship but also a careful
attempt to answer both those who exaggerate and
those who belittle the role of the hua-ch’iao in the



1911 revolution. It is certainly an excellent beginning
to the task of understanding the great impact of Sun
Yat-sen and his supporters, of their concept of
revolution and the varied ideas of revolution that
followed, upon one of the largest groups of Chinese
abroad. For there is little doubt, and Dr Yen es-
tablishes this convincingly, that most of the Chinese
in Singaporec and Malaya were politically awakened
and a whole generation came to identify themselves
with the republic proclaimed in 1912. By getting
this picture correct, it throws into greater relief the
complex and tortuous developments that took place
among these Chinese during the next few decades.
Dr Yen has set the standards for future research
and we hope that similar studies of the later periods
will not long be forthcoming.

Wang Gungwu

Australian National University May 1980
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