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The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) was established as
an autonomous organization in 1968. It is a regional centre dedicated.
to the study of socio-political, security and economic trends and
developments in Southeast Asia and its wider geostrategic and economic
environment.

The Institute’s research programmes are the Regional Economic
Studies (RES, including ASEAN and APEC), Regional Strategic and
Political Studies (RSPS), and Regional Social and Cultural Studies
(RSCS).

ISEAS Publishing, an established academic press, has issued almost
2,000 books and journals. It is the largest scholarly publisher of research
about Southeast Asia from within the region. ISEAS Publishing works
with many other academic and trade publishers and distributors to
disseminate important research and analyses from and about Southeast
Asia to the rest of the world.



Preface

This book is a collection of my selected essays published between
1987 and 2005. To preserve their originality, all but one of the essays
are published without revisions. The only revised essay is Chapter 10
“Selected Publications on Partially Assimilated Chinese in Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Singapore 1980-2006”, which initially covered
publications up to 1996. It has now been extended to cover those up
to 2006.

The essays, 15 in total, cover aspects of ethnic Chinese in Southeast
Asia, ranging from ethnic politics, economy, ethnic and national
identity, to China-ethnic Chinese relations. A significant number focus
on ethnic Chinese in Indonesia but they may have a wider regional
implication.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies for publishing these essays in a book so that
those who would like to read my essays, which are published in various
books and journals, can find them in one easy location.

Leo Suryadinata
8 October 2006
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Introduction

VARIOUS TERMS FOR THE CHINESE OUTSIDE CHINA

There have been a significant number of Chinese outside China. These
Chinese were called “Overseas Chinese” in the past. This English
term was often regarded as an English rendering of huagiao 4f, a
Chinese term which means Chinese citizens (nationals) who temporarily
live overseas. However, with a changing international situation and
an increase in the number of “Overseas Chinese” who have adopted
local citizenship and continued to live in their adopted land, the term
“Overseas Chinese” is no longer suitable to refer to the majority of the
Chinese population outside China.

However, it is suggested that “Overseas Chinese” can be given a new
meaning: the Chinese people who live outside China, without referring
to their citizenship. If this new meaning is accepted, the term can still
be used. But the English term “Overseas Chinese” has been too closely
associated with the Chinese term huagiao, and is therefore very difficult
for those Chinese who have the historical memory to accept. In addition,
“Overseas Chinese” also means that these Chinese are overseas; they are
not yet at home. For the majority of Southeast Asian Chinese, Southeast
Asia is their home; when they visit China, and want to go home, they
refer to their Southeast Asian home rather than China.

Professor Wang Gungwu has suggested a term “Chinese overseas”
(with a lowercase “0”) to replace the old term “Overseas Chinese” in
order to dispel the political/citizenship notion. This is a better term than
“Overseas Chinese”, but it still reflects a China-centric concept.

In China itself, the term huagiao is still used, but only to refer to
those Chinese who are nationals/citizens of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC). Another term huaren, an English equivalent of “ethnic
Chinese” was used recently to refer to those Chinese outside China who
are not China’s citizens. When referring to China’s policy towards the
Chinese outside China, Mainland Chinese often use two terms together
“huagiao huaren £H+% N\>: those Chinese with PRC citizenship and
those Chinese with foreign citizenship. There is also a third term, huayi
47, or people of Chinese descent, which is seldom used in the Mainland
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Chinese literature unless referring to the Chinese outside China who
have been indigenized or are of mixed descent.

In fact, the two Chinese terms, huaren and huayi, are creations
of Southeast Asian Chinese. But the use of the terms often differ in
meaning when used by Mainland Chinese scholars. Huaren is used to
refer to all Chinese who live outside China (excluding China’s officials),
regardless of their citizenship; while huayi is used to refer to Chinese
who are non-citizens of either the PRC or Taiwan.

I am personally inclined to accept the Southeast Asian usage of the
Chinese terms. Huagiao refers to Chinese nationals living overseas,
buaren refers to ethnic Chinese who live outside China without any
connotation of citizenship, and huayi means a Chinese who is non-
China citizen. Can the term huaren be used to refer to the Chinese in
Mainland China? It seems not. Mainland Chinese refer to themselves
in Mandarin as ethnic Han i%, ethnic Man ¥, ethnic Meng %, ethnic
Hui [F and ethnic Zhang &, or one of the fifty-one other ethnic groups.
(The most frequently used term in Mainland China to refer to non-Han
minority groups is “minority nationalities” /DR E). None of them
refer to themselves as huaren. These fifty-six ethnic groups form a
Zhonghua Minzu "F4R % (Zhonghua Nation). They are also known
as Zhongguo ren H'E A (Man of the “Middle State”).

What are the correct English terms for huagiao, huaren and huayi?
In my view, they are equivalent to: Overseas Chinese, ethnic Chinese
and foreigners of Chinese descent. It seems that it is generally accepted
that huagiao in English is “Overseas Chinese”, but what about huaren?
Can we use an English term “ethnic Chinese”? Will this be confused
with the Chinese people in China? Is not the English term for China’s
Chinese simply “Chinese”?

Nevertheless, I am fully aware that the nationality/citizenship concept
among the Chinese was only popularized in the twentieth century, and
foreign nationality for the ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia was only
introduced about half a century ago. Understandably, many Chinese
and non-Chinese have difficulty in changing their mindset.

In the era of nation-building in Southeast Asia in the last half
century, Southeast Asian Chinese began to feel the importance of using
an appropriate term. Nevertheless, with new Chinese migrants and
globalization, these new terms may again encounter some challenges.
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However, I prefer to continue to use to term ethnic Chinese when
referring to the Chinese outside China.

THE STUDY OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN CHINESE

About 80 per cent of ethnic Chinese live in Southeast Asia. The
study of ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia has many dimensions.
It has both domestic and international aspects, and often, there is
interaction between external and internal environments. It is therefore
insufficient to view ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia from merely the
external or domestic dimension. This is especially true in the era of
globalization.

Nevertheless, one is bound to have one emphasis or another in his/her
study of this ethnic group as it depends on the chosen topic. There is no
doubt that the domestic dimension is more important if one wants to
examine ethnic politics and culture of a Chinese minority in a Southeast
Asian country. Without an in-depth understanding of local politics
and culture of the country concerned, one cannot appreciate Southeast
Asian Chinese politics and culture properly. Understandably, the study’s
emphasis will be more on the domestic scene rather than the external
environment. Nevertheless, external factors will play a role, which
cannot be ignored. When dealing with the economic dimension of the
ethnic Chinese, however, increasingly the external factors, including the
rise of China, have become equally important, if not more important,
especially when dealing with large ethnic Chinese businesses.

Due to the multi-dimensional aspect of ethnic Chinese studies, it is
essential that scholars are equipped with not only academic disciplines
but also multi-lingual skills. Therefore it is a great challenge to venture
into the study of ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia. Also, a scholar is
often the product of his times and environment; his/her perspectives
often reflect his/her times. Even the selection of research topics is also
related to one’s personal interest and experience.

I am very fortunate to have been able to research on the ethnic
Chinese in Southeast Asia over a long period of time, trying to adjust
my perspectives as time passes, although I may not always be successful.
Nevertheless, I often revisit some of the topics that I have dealt with
in view of latest developments. By doing this, I believe I will be able to
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better understand the problem. Due to my multi-disciplinary training,
I have also been aware of the external and domestic dimensions in my
writings. Nonetheless, to keep a balance of these two dimensions is
easier said than done.

I have selected fifteen articles that I have published between 1987
and 2005. They are not my best articles, but rather, they were originally
scattered in different journals and monographs published over eighteen
years. All the articles (except one) have not been included in my self-
authored book. These articles can be grouped into the three clusters:
ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia and China, cultural adaptation and
identity, and ethnic Chinese politics and local culture. Earlier articles
may be somewhat dated and hence need to be read in the context of the
time. I have not revised the articles because the reader should read what
I have written in those days. Those essays may reveal the weaknesses
and strengths of my judgement as reflected in the writings.

ETHNIC CHINESE AND CHINA: MIGRATION, ETHNIC
CONFLICT AND NATIONALITY

The first cluster of articles is on the “Chinese problem” in some
Southeast Asian countries, Chinese migration, Chinese economic
success, anti-Chinese movements, and China’s nationality law vis-a-
vis ethnic Chinese in the region. During the Cold War, ethnic Chinese
were considered a problem by many Southeast Asian governments. They
were often seen as a homogeneous group who could not be integrated,
let alone assimilated into local society. They were perceived as a group
which served the interest of the People’s Republic of China and were
“disloyal” to their adopted countries. Moreover, they were perceived as
being rich and dominating the local economy. Not surprisingly, many
Southeast Asian non-communist governments adopted various methods
in order to solve what they perceived as the “Chinese problem”.

The first article in the book, published in 1987, attempts to analyse
the so-called Chinese problem, which had many dimensions. It also
discusses the prospects of solving the problem. The Cold War ideology
appeared to have taken command, and the “Chinese problem” is seen
only from one perspective. The end of the Cold War led the government
to re-examine the so-called Chinese problem without the Cold War
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ideology. Nevertheless, the strong economic position of the ethnic
Chinese minority in Southeast Asia is still often seen as a problem.

The second article, which was written before the occurrence of the
Asian economic crisis in 1997 and slightly revised soon after the crisis,
addresses the issue of the ethnic Chinese economic position. It attempts
to search for factors which contributed to ethnic Chinese economic
success in Southeast Asia. Five major factors, including Confucianism,
were examined but no single factor could explain the success of the
ethnic Chinese economic élite.

The third article was published in 2004. It deals with ethnic Chinese
migration to Southeast Asia and their adaptation. The fourth article,
originally written in 2004, examines the complex causes of the anti-
Chinese movements/riots in Southeast Asia from past to present,
including cultural and economic factors. The article also looks into the
possible solutions to ethnic conflict.

The fifth article, written in the early 2002, discusses the issue of
China’s citizenship law and its application to the ethnic Chinese in
Southeast Asia. It traces the changing citizenship law of China from
using the jus sanguinis principle to jus soli principle. The change of
the law to a certain extent relieves the tension between China and
her Southeast Asian neighbours. Nevertheless, with globalization
and possible (although not yet probable) changing citizenship law of
China towards the Chinese overseas, tension between China and some
Southeast Asian countries may resurface.

CHINESE CULTURAL ADAPTATION AND VARIOUS IDENTITIES

The second cluster of articles is on the cultural adaptation of some
Chinese and their “new” identity. The sixth article addresses the well-
established ethnic Chinese communities in Indonesia, Malaysia and
Singapore, often known as Peranakan (or Baba). These Chinese are
partially “assimilated” yet they were not absorbed into the indigenous
communities. It is of interest to note that the meanings of the terms
varied from period to period. The term also refers to a spectrum of
partially “assimilated” Chinese with varying degrees of local culture.
The seventh article also investigates the complexity of Chinese
Indonesian ethnic and national identities over a longer period of time.
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The eighth article discusses their contribution to the development of
local culture, especially literature and the press, and the ninth article
examines the current ethnic Chinese position and nation-building
process in Southeast Asia, showing that ethnic sentiments are still
strong and nation-building has not been completed. The final article
in this cluster is a bibliography on this partially “assimilated” Chinese
in the Malay archipelagos.

EXTERNAL ACTOR, STATE AND ETHNIC CHINESE POLITICS:
INDONESIAN CASE STUDIES

The third cluster of articles in this collection consists of essays which
examine politics of ethnic Chinese with special reference to Indonesia.
The eleventh article examines the impact of international politics on
the ethnic Chinese in Java at the turn of the twentieth century. Again,
the article shows the diversity of the local Chinese and the importance
of external events on the position of Southeast Asia’s Chinese. The
twelfth article addresses the issue of the role of the Indonesian state
and the shaping of Chinese ethnic politics over a long period of time.
The thirteenth article maintains that despite the revival of ethnic
Chinese politics in the era of globalization, ethnic Chinese political
parties in Indonesia were weak, as the Chinese favoured indigenous-
dominated parties. By the 2004 general election, in fact, no ethnic
Chinese political parties were able to survive. Nevertheless, ethnic
socio-cultural organizations emerged representing the rise of new
ethnic consciousness. The last article discusses the development of
Buddhism and Confucianism among Chinese Indonesians before
and after the fall of an authoritarian government, indicating how the
Chinese minority in Indonesia using “ethnic religion” to preserve their
“Chinese identity”.

The Appendix in this book discusses the number of ethnic Chinese
in Indonesia. In fact it reflects the difficulty in ascertaining the number
of Chinese in some Southeast Asian countries due to two reasons: their
official figures are not available and it is difficult to define who are the
ethnic Chinese. Researchers have often had to use outdated information
and estimates, if not guess-work, when they discuss ethnic Chinese
communities. Nevertheless, with globalization and democratization,
more reliable figures may be obtained.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The articles in this book show that the study of the ethnic Chinese in
Southeast Asia is complex. Focussing only on the domestic situation
of a Southeast Asian country is not sufficient for a comprehensive
understanding. Regional and even international perspectives should be
adopted. China has always been a factor whenever the ethnic Chinese
situation is discussed, and the Cold War had had a tremendous impact
on the study of this ethnic group. Even after the end of the Cold War,
its impact did not immediately disappear.

With the end of the Cold War and the rise of globalization, the
international and regional impact is felt tremendously by both the states
and the ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia. Chinese ethnicity re-emerges
and ethnic identity becomes stronger. Nevertheless, the full impact of
the rise of China has not been fully revealed. There is no doubt that
nation-building in Southeast Asia has encountered greater challenges
but local nationalism does not vanish. It is also worth pointing out
that the ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia, to a certain extent, may
be resinicized but they will never become a homogeneous group. The
ethnic Chinese remain as heterogeneous groups which should be taken
into consideration when studying the ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia
and beyond.



