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Taiwan's Policy toward Overseas Chinese: A Case Study of the
Dispute over the Nationality Law in South Vietnam, 1956-1957

Ena Chao

Abstract

Using the newly available archives of the Asia-Pacific Division of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs in Taipei as a major source, this paper examines the 1956-1957 dispute
between Taiwan (Republic of China) and South Vietnam over the nationality of
overseas Chinese in South Vietnam. In 1956, President Ngo Dinh Diem proposed a
new nationality law that would force Vietnam-born Chinese to take up Vietnamese
nationality. In reaction, the ethnic Chinese population demanded that the ROC fight for
their rights to retain their Chinese nationality. The Nationalist government considered
the backing of the overseas Chinese communities as an important asset that not only
enhanced its international prestige, but also bolstered its position in its competition with
the Communists for recognition as the only legitimate government of China. It
therefore sought to negotiate with Saigon on the basis of preserving the right of free
choice for Chinese residing in Vietnam. However, when Nationalist diplomats
discovered that Ngo Dinh Diem refused to compromise and that the “Chinese problem”
would damage its relationship with South Vietnam, they were prepared to place the
ROC diplomatic interests above those of overseas Chinese. Ironically, it was the
willingness of ethnic Chinese leaders in Vietnam to invest in the nascent Vietnamese
industrial development, together with the technological assistance offered by the
Nationalist government to Vietnam, that finally solved the crisis.
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1988):309-335; Ramses Amer, The Ethnic Chinese in Vietnam and Sino-Vietnam Relations (Kuala
Lumpur: Forum, 1991).
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