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WHAT DOES "CHINESE" MEAN?
AN EXPLORATORY ESSAY

Vivienne Wee

"CHINESE" AND NON-"CHINESE"

-‘What does "Chinese” mean? This question involves at least a quarter
of the world’s population, a large area of the world, and perhaps five
‘thousand years of world history. I do not pretend that such a big
" question can be answered in the short space of this paper; I can
merely examine some of the implications of this necessary question. I
embark on this attempt not just as an anthropologist studying the
rhenomenon of Chinese-ness, but also as someone who is congidered
as "Chinese" in one sense or another. In other words, I adopt the
dual perspective of objective observer and subjective native, thereby
presenting my discussion as what Bateson (1980:146) would term a
"double description".

In this paper, Chinese-ness is treated not as a given but as a
problematic, which has therefore to be deconstructed as one would
any other social and historical phenomenon. In this process of decon-
struction, several related questions arise: For example, who are the
Chinese and why are they so labelled? What is "China" and how did
such a territorial differentiation come about? What are the historical
continuities and discontinuities that relate to being Chinese?

Much of the existing literature on Chinese identity refers speciti-
cally to the overseas Chinese, as if it were & problematic only in re-
lation to those living outside China. (See, for example, Gosling and
Lim 1983.) I would, however, argue that such an eany assumption is
unwarranted: what constitutes "China" and "Chinese" cannot simply
be assumed. In this paper, I shsall therefore attempt to examine the
foundations and implications of Chinese-ness both inside and outside
China proper. -

I propose that whatever the phenomenon of Chinese-ness may be,
it cannot be understood as an isolated entity that is somehow.
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miraculously self-emergent. On the contrary, I think that Chinese-
ness must be understood as one part of an interacting relationship
between Chinese and non-Chinese. Chinese-ness implies non-Chinese-
ness. Therefore to say that about a quarter of the world's population
is Chinese is also to say that about three-quarters are not Chinese.
To say that a large area of the world is Chinese is, similarly, to say
that an even laréer area is not Chinese. To say that Chinese history
“is five thousand years old or more is also to say that during an even
“longer span of human history, there was no such prhenomenon as
Chinese-ness., The relationship between Chinese-ness and non-
Chinese-ness may thus be understood as a differentiation of people,
place, and’ time., In other words, to ask what "Chinese" means is re-
ally to ask what the difference is between that which is "Chinese"
and that which is not, in terms of people, place and time.

To examine what this difference is, I offer myself as a case in
point. I was born outside the area of the world that is traditionally
considered "Chinese" (I avoid the word "China" with £o00d reason),
and I have lived all my life outside that area. I was born on the
Southeast Asian island of Singapore, and without even moving away
from there, I have been first a British subject, then a Malaysian citi-
zen, and now a Singaporean citizen. Throughout these political
changes on the island, my identification as Chinese has remained. So
I have been identified as Chinese from the time of my birth, even
though I was born in a non-~"Chinese" area of the world, and even
though I have never been a Chinese citizen in any sense of the
word. Since this identification was put upon me from the time of
birth, it means that it is primarily an identification by others — by
family, government, and even strangers. How I deal with this identifi-
cation is therefore a secondary matter. The identification of people as
Chinese is thus through ascription by others, and not through
achievement by self.

Such ascriptive labelling precedes any behavioural learning of
cultural content such as language, since it occurs at birth. One is
born either Chinese or not Chinese. Conversely, one can neither be-
come nor un-become Chinese., Chinese identity cannot be achieved
through cultural change -- for example, through language acquisition
or language loss, or through the adoption of religious tradition or
conversion to another religion. Thus a non-Chinese does not become
Chinese by virtue of language acquisition, nor does a Chinese lose
his or her label by virtue of language loss; there are sufficient num-
bers of Mandarin-speaking yénggu! ("foreign devils") 3¥ %, and Chi-
nese who do not speak any Chinese language to demonstrate this,
Similarly, a non-Chinese is ‘not able to become Chinese by adopting‘
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Chinese religion, nor does a Chinese lose his or her label through
conversion to a non-Chinese religion such as Christianity.! Not even
is marriage a means to becoming Chinese -~ a non-Chinese married to
a Chinese remains non-Chinese, irrespective of gender.

Identification through ascription contrasts with identification
through achievement. The essential difference between the two modes
is that identification through ascription is exclusivist while identifica—
tion through achievement is inclusivist, at least potentially so.

To give an example of the latter, "Malay" identity is achievable.
Thus it is possible for a non-"Malay" to masuk Melayu ("enter Malay-—
dom") through religious conversion to Islam, the habitual use of ba-
hasa Melayu (the Malay language), and the adoption of adat (Malay
custom). In my research in Riau, Indonesia, I found many cases of
this, including "Chinese" who have become accepted as Malay by
Malays, though among other Chinese they are apparently still re-
garded as Chinese. (See Wee 1985:405-469.) In Riau, Chinese who con-
vert to Islam are said to have rufan, or in Hokkien pronunciation, jz‘p
hoan {"entered barbarism"} N & . However, such deculturation or
assimilation {depending on how one looks at it) does not, apparently,
nullify Chinese identity.

A similar process seems to apply to Chinese elsewhere. For ex-
ample, a very Westernised Chinese in Taiwan, Hongkong and Singa-
pore is said to be ydnghuid ¥ 4, or, in Hokkien idiom, &ng-md khodn
$r £ Sfﬁ or hoan-4 khodn & AP X (that is, become foreign or
barbarian in manner). However, even a very Westernised Chinese
person is still regarded as Chinese by other Chinese because he or
she has been born as such.

The basis of such an ascriptive mode of identification seems to be
patrifiliation, whereby the legitimate child of any Chinese male would
be labelled Chinese as a matter of course, even with a non-Chinese
mother. Projected backwards towards the past, such patrifiliative
reckoning expresses an orientation towards one’s ancestral origins,
even if these are only vaguely presumed and not genealogically
known. So- in sum, one is ascriptively labelled "Chinese" because at
some point in the past, a. patrilineal ancestor was s8o labelled.

But how did such a first ancestor come to be so labelled? Logi-
cally, it would have to be through achievement, not agcription, since
the first ancestor is "first" because there was no other Chinese an-
cestor before him. Logically, therefore, the first ancestor would have

1 For example, Lee Kok Joo (1976) reports that in Malaysia, the abo—
riginal Temuan people have adopted certain beliefs and practices from
Chinese religion, but, apparently, without being thereby identified as
"Chinese". -
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had to achieve his Chinese-ness and not just inherit it. However, as
we shall see below, even the achievement of sinicisation involves as-
criptive identification in terms of finding a fictive line of descent.
This achievement thus hinges on the acquisition of a particular body
of knowledge that would allow for such genealogical manipulation --
namely, knowledge of the’ principles of Chinese kinship and knowledge
of what Chinese-—ﬁess means. In other words, Chinese identity can be
achieved only by finding a patrilineal source of ascriptive identity
that is acceptable to other Chinese. However, such a process does not
seem to be universalistic in scope: only certain types of non-Chinese
are eligible to become Chinese through achieved sinicisation --
namely, those who are inhabitants of the "Chinese" area of the world,
It is in this context, I suggest, that there is an intersection between
Chinese-ness as pertaining to people and Chinese-ness as pertaining
to place, because territorial appropriation is the context of social in-
corporation,

But once a patrilineal source of identity has been found and ac-
cepted, this achieved identity may be ascriptively transmitted to de-
scending generations outside the "Chinese"” area of the world. Thus,
while the achievement of Chinese-ness seems to be circumscribed by
place, the subsequent ascriptive transmission of the label is con-
textualised in time, nct place. This seems to be the underlying logic
whereby I have been ascriptively labelled "Chinese". Of course, my
case is by no means unique. Millions of people who are born outside
the "Chinese" area of the planet and who live outside that area, are
ascriptively identified as Chinese. So in terms of the differentiation
of people, place and time, this implies that the differentiation of peo-
ple as Chinese is independent of the differentiation of place. People
can be born as Chinese outside the "Chinese" area of the planet.

The converse of this also appears to be valid: not everyone who is
born inside the "Chinese" area of the planet is necessarily identified
as Chinese. I refer, in this case, to the millions of people in the
"Chinese" area who are identified as "Tibetan", "Turkic", "Mongolian",
"Tungus", "Korean", "Tai", "Chuang", "Miao", "Yao", "Lolo", "She",
"Min~chia", "Hani", "Lisu", "Lahu", as well as by any other non-
Chinese label. (See, for example, Wiens 1967.)

In terms of the relationship between that which is Chinese and
that which is not Chinese, we have the four relationships:

B Chinese people in the "Chinese" area;
B Chinese people in the non~"Chinese" area;
B non-Chinese people in the "Chinese" area;

R non-Chinese people in the non-"Chinese" area.
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THE "CHINESE" AREA OF THE WORLD

What then is the basis for identifying a particular area of the world
as "Chinese" and for identifying certain people as "Chinese"? To an-
swer this, let us consider the word Chinese. This is, of course, an
English word, for which there are other European equivalents. Ac-~
cording to the ‘Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (1973:325), the first
occurrence of the word may be dated to 1555; it is "not a native Chi-
nese name, but founcil in Sanskrit as China about the beginning of
the Christian era, and in varicus modified forms employed by other
Asiatic peoples. The origin is still in dispute." Whatever its historical
derivation, the term Chinese is indubitably an outsider’s term for
referring to that which pertains to the area of the world known as
China. So to understand what Chinese means, we must first under-
stand what China means. To do so, let us examine the insiders’ terms
for the phenomenon in question. The following does not pretend to be
a comprehensive list; it includes only some of the more common us-
ages.,

Let us first consider the terms for the "Chinese" area of the
world. The most important of these is perhaps ZhGngyudn L{? ?
{Central Plain) —— that is, the Yellow River valley. It is this central
plain that constitutes the territorial core of the polity known as
Zhonggud EP # , a term usually translated into English as "The
Middle Kingdom" (cf. Wiens 1967:xiii), The word zhong (centre, middle,
inside) LF itself implies & relationship between inside and outside,
centre and periphery; zhong thus stands in opposition to
wai (outside) 4~ and bian {periphery)i:%/ . Zhongyudn and Zhonggud
should thus be understood in relaticnal terms. Territorially, there is
Zhongyuéan {Central Plain) vis-a-vis the bianjiang (peripheral territo-
ries)j& ﬁg . And politically, there is Zhonggud ("The Middle King-
dom") vis-a~vis waigud {outside countries) lg{. @ .

This double differentiation is missing from the outsider’s concept
of "China", which may be regarded as equivalent to Zhonggud, but
which lacks the implication that such a polity is territorially centred
in a particular area -- namely, Zhdngyudn. From an insider’s point of
view, Zhonggud is inherently a territorially differentiated polity, the
historical outcome of a political process whereby the polity emanated
outwards from its territorial core to appropriate the peripheral ter-
ritories. The names Zhongyudn and Zhonggud are thus not merely la-
bels for static geographical areas arbitrarily differentiated, but terms
for dynamic historical processes that were territorially expressed.
Zhdngyudn is thus the originating territory of a polity that reached
outwards to _appropriate its periphery, and Zhonggud is thus the
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amalgamation of both the originating territory and the appropriated
peripheral territory.

Significantly, the word yuidn )5’ a2lso means "origin, source, begin-
nings"; and the ideograph gud #| has been analysed in the following
way:

A state, cdountry. From [] wel4, a boundary ... fsa.nclfll)V yiit
[or] huof, a primitive appanage, post, a center; the land
—-- that one baron defended with the weapons ' of his
retainers, around his ... castle, or town, whose limits are
not indicated because there were none.... With the D wei
or boundary added, it becomes an estate well defined, a
country. (Wilder and Ingram 1974:26-27.)

The zhong in Zhonggud may be interpreted not as the centre of
the world, as some translators have interpreted it, but as the politi-
cal centre from which power emanated outwards; the gud in Zhonggud
may be interpreted as the extent tc which this power emanated from
its centre. Thus implicit in the name Zhonggud is a reference to the
historical appropriation of the periphery by the centre.

The history of this territorial appropriation is so well-documented
that I do not feel it necessary to elaborate on it here. {See, for ex-
ample, Wiens 1967, Lattimore 1951, Pulleyblank 1983, Fried 1983 and
FitzGerald 1972.) I shall, however, note that the major part of this
territorial appropriation was completed during the reign of the @in

ﬁi—- and Hin ;}% rulers.

At the end of the 8th century BC there were well over a
hundred independent states, many of them miniscule, and
before 464 no less than 100 had been extinguished and
incorporated into one or other of the major regional
states. . . . By the middle of the 5th century BC the
effective powers had been whittled down to seven major
kingdoms, and a period of ever more bloody warfare now
began. . . . The north-western border state of Ch'in ...
[@in] during the latter part of the 4th century BC devel-
oped a highly centralised state ... in which the population
«. was disciplined and organised for two purposes, to
produce revenue through taxation, and to provide man-
power for the armies. One after the other, Ch'in extin-
guished the other states and in 221 the last of the inde~
rendent kingdoms was destroyed, and Ch’in was ready to
organise its new unified empire on the legalist ideal of an
all~-powerful highly centralised state. (Twitchett 1973:57-
60.)

Significantly, the @in ruler reigning in 221 BC is known histori-
cally as @fnshihuing 'ﬁ“i —hﬁ ﬁ {@in founding emperor}, apparently
because it was in his reign that the many polities previously existing
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in the Yellow River valley were incorporated into one, and political
plurality was thereby replaced by centralised power. Under this
"founding emperor", the Zhonggud that was unified was, at that time,
synonymous with Zhongyudn (Central Plain). Still more significantly, it
was during the reign of this "founding emperor" that the Great Wall
was built as the northern border in order to differentiate physically
the territory that weas Zhonggud and the territory that was not
Zhonggud. South of the Wall was Zhonggud, north of it was not, at

least at that time. The territory farther south of Zhongyudn was,
however,

an "open frontier". Not only were there no barriers to
Chinese settlers establishing their familiar patterns of life
in the south; there were also no powerful and well-
organised native peoples to present a formidable military
challenge as in the north. In the south Chinese settle-
ment, colonisation and assimilation of the wvarious aborigi-
nel inhabitants continued steadily throughout the cen-
turies from Ch'’in times onwards. (Twitchett 1973:60.)

Indeed, after wunifying the several polities of Zhongyudn into one
Zhonggud, the @in founding emperor sent his armies to the south
where they "conquered the area around Canton and pressed into
northern Vietnam" (Twitchett 1973:60; also see FitzGerald 1972). His
immediate successors, the Hén rulers, continued the southward expan-—
sion, establishing in their reign the territorial relationship between
the political centre (Zhongyudn) and the political periphery
(bianjiang). Maps 1 and 2 indicate the territorial expansion that oc-
curred from the 8th century BC to AD 220, when the rule of the Han
dynasty ended. ‘

HAN AND FAN, "CHINESE" AND "BARBARIAN"

The Hdan dynasty is historically so significant that to this day, the
name of that dynasty is used to label practically anything that may
be considered as Chinese, as, for example, in the terms Hanrén (Hin
people) ,_{ M , Hinzid (H&n stock) /% 73'% s Hanzi {HAn characters or
script) 7; Er' N H&nya’}: {(HAn speech) /% g% y Hidnwén (Hin langusage
or literature) ;}§ 'i , Hanshué (Hin studies) 3/?\ %’ . {See Lin
1972:1014-1015 and Wiens 1967:xiv.) The phenomena labelled as Han
seem to be those that pertained to the originating area of Zhongyuédn.

In this regard, another term is significant: Hidnxing ‘;ﬁ ji.é iz a
Han surname adopted by the non-Han people in the appropriated ter-
ritories outside Zhongyudn. (See Lin 1972:1015.) As noted by Wiens
(1967:34-35), the adoption of a Hin surname is an important step in
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the process of sinicisation -- for example, among the Zhu.éng)}‘%‘ peo—
ple of the south:?

The orthodox cultural influence of traditional and feudal
China has been so strong ... that almost gll the =southern
tribes like to claim that their ancestors came from China
Proper (the Yellow River area) and, moreover, must trace
their descent from the Yellow Emperor, speaking of them-—
selves as the progeny of the Yellow Emperor. They con-
sider that to be.recognised as indigenous socuthern tribes
people by origin involves a loss of face and prestige. . .
Some Chuang people force an interpretation of their ge-
nealogical registers to trace their lineage back to an an-
cestor from the Honan-Yellow River plain. For instance,
all the Chuang with the surname Chao say that they stem
from the palace retinue of the Sung court, and that their
ancestors cross the Nan-ling to reside in the south. They
are not aware that when Ti Ch’ing quelled the uprising
of the Chuang chieftain, Nung Chih~kao, the Nung Clan
members that surrendered all were bestowed the Chinese
surname Chao.

Again, the Chuang people of the surname Wei &ll say
that they originally derived from Han Hsing, a great gen—
eral of the Han Dynasty. They ingeniously declare that
when General Han Hsing was executed, his friend Su Ho
took the young son of Han Hsing and fled with him to
South China. Here, to conceal his origin, the left half of
the character for Han was deleted and the remaining
portion of the character is the part proncunced Wei,
Others among the Chuang who haven’t been clever
enough to devise such & story, but who alse do not wish
to be considered Chuang, state that they are the descen-
dants of the soldiers sent south by the Sung Emperor to
conguer the Chuang. In a recent investigation of the 152
clan names in a certain Kuang-Hsi district, every one of
the clans claimed to have migrated there from some other
province or other district at the end of the Ming Dynasty
or during the early Ch'ing Dynasty. Not one recognised
itself as indigenous. From this it would appear that the
district was without inhabitants at the end of the Ming
and beginning of the Ch'ing. This sort of geneslogical
falsification makes accurate studies on the basis of sur-
name designation extremely difficult if not unreliable.

This passage is quoted at length to illustrate the process of sini-
cisation through which Chinese-ness is achieved. As I have argued
above, Chinese identity is ascribed through patrifiliative transmission,
whereby one is ascriptively labelled "Chinese”" because at some point
in the past a first patrilineal ancestor was so labelled, such that

Z An alternative character used for Zhuéng is g {see, for example,
Barlow 1986). The alternative usage of Han characters for this word
implies that the name iz not of Hin origin.
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even the process of sinicisation involves ascriptive identification in
terms of a fictive line of descent. The gsinicisation of the Chuang
{that is, Zhuang) people described by Wiens illustrates precisely this.
As shown above, the Zhudng who do not wish to be recognised as
such but as HAn people, achieve their desired identity through ge-
nealogical manipulation based on their knowledge of what Chinese-
ness means. Quite clearly, they see Chinese-ness as an historical
phencmenon emanating from "China Proper (the Yellow River area)"
and ascriptively transmitted through patrilineal descent from a first
ancestor who must necessarily hail from this core area, What makes
their claim plausible and acceptable to other Chinese is the appropri-
ation of their territory by the Hin Chinese -~ for example, through
military expeditions "sent south by the Sung Emperor to conquer the
Chuang". As noted above, territorial appropriation is the context of
gocial incorporation.

Interestingly, non-Han people who are in the process of being
sinicised are referred to as shifan {cooked barbarian) iﬁ. %‘ ’
whereas those who are not being sinicised are referred to as sheng-
fan {raw barbarian) 4 ‘é‘ . {See Lin 1972:1157.)3 This terminology
has at least two implications. First, it implies that sinicisation is a
one-way process, since what is raw can be cocked but not vice
versa; so according to this logic, de-sinicisation is impossible. Second,
it implies that sinicisation is a process of appropriation, since what is
cooked is ready for eating, and what is eaten then becomes part of
the appropriating self. The transition from "cooked barbarians" to
Han Chinese seems to entail precisely the process of genealogical ma-
nipulation discussed above; to be part of the Hén Chinese self is thus
necessarily to be derived from a particular historical past.

This incorporation of "cooked barbarians” into the appropriating
Han self would seem to be an important process that should be con-
sidered in doing any historical sociology and demography of the
Chinese, For example, Freedman (1958, 1966} and Pasternak (1969)
have commented on the emergence of strong, highly corporate, lo-
calised patrilineages in the frontier zone of Chinese penetraticn, par—
ticularly in the southeast., Freedman (1966:162-163) states:

There is another side to the question of the special po-
sition of the southeast on the lineage map. Has it any-
thing to do with pioneering on the frontiers of China? ...
Many of the Chinese ancestors of the people we study
today in southeastern China moved down into the region

3 For example, American Indians in "cowboy-and-Indian Westerns" are
termed shengfan or in Hokkien pronunciation chbz“-hoan (see Embree
1973:53; also Bee faot.note 3 below), :
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in T'ang and Sung times. They found barbarian societies
which for the most part they gradually eliminated (to
some extent by marrying their women), seizing their land
and bringing empty land into cultivation. . . . It may be
that these were the conditions which, acting upon patri-
lineally organised pioneers {or at least pioneers bearing
patrilineal ideology), stimulated the growth of relatively
independent and tightly settled local lineages.

Pasternak (1969:560-561), however, argues:

The requirements of frontier life in southeastern China ...
did not in and of themselves stimulate the emergence or
reemergence of well-developed, corporate, localised lin-
eage structures. To the contrary, it may well be that
these conditions initially functioned to inhibit such devel-
opment by requiring extensive cooperation for purposes
of defence and environmental exploitation among unrelated
family and lineage fragments. It may turn out, with fur-
ther study, that it is only when the primitive and hostile
conditions of the frontier have been somewhat ameliorated
that full realisation of the "patrilineal ideology" is likely
to take place. . . . In other words, there is the possibil~
ity that large localised lineages represent a second stage
phenomenon in frontier regions.

To this debate I would like to add the suggestion that the emer-
gence of these lineage structures in the southeast may be related to
the incorporation of "cooked barbarians" as Hian Chinese. In other
words, I am boldly suggesting that the patrilineages that emerged in
the frontier zone may have been formed, not by Han pioneers from
the north, but by sinicising indigenes of the south who needed to
achieve their Chinese-ness through identifying a fictive line of de-
scent. As Eberhard (1962:116) and Freedman (1966:11-12) have noted,
Chinese pioneers migrating south generally do not move in whole lin-
eages, but as individuals or in heterogeneous groupings which may
include f{riends, in-laws, and remote kin -- hardly the people who
would be eligible to form a strong, cohesive lineage. It is thus more
likely, I suggest, that perhaps initially through affinal links between
Hén male pioneers and female indigenes, as noted by Freedman (see
above), that the "cooked barbarians" became "Chinese" through the
means of lineage formation. They were thus incorporated, not elimi-
nated, as suggested by Freedman (see above), even though a certain
degree of genocide may have existed.

This suggestion seems to be borne out by the population figures
of the time: ‘

Until about AD 800 ... [the population] ... remained stable
at around 50,000,000, Between that date and AD 1200 it




Han_and Fan, "Chinese"” and "Barbarian' Page 11

rose rapidly to more than 100,000,000 persons. {Geelan
and Twitchett 1974:xvi.)

While part of this rapid increase may have been due to natural
population growth, the incorporation of "cooked barbarians" into the
Hién "stock" {(HAnzd) may also have to be considered an important
factor. In this c‘bntext, the date AD 800 seems to be particularly rele~
vant., Although the major part of territorial appropriation was com-—
pleted by the end of the Hin dynasty in AD 220, it was not until the
Tang )%- dynasty (AD 618-906) that the Hin people were to be found
in substantial numbers outside the originating area of Zhongyuén.

Between 760 and the end of the 1lth century the distri-
bution of the Chinese population underwent a complete
change. Until the early T'ang the old traditional centres
of civilisation in the north had remained very populous;
these now declined sharply. In a period when the total
population rose from about 50 million to 100 miliion per-
sons the population of the north-eastern plain [that is,
Zhongyudn] fell by half, while the north-west remained
stationary. The population of the south however, particu-
larly that of the Yangtze and Huai valleys, increased
several-fold and the southern provinces of Hunan,
Kiangsu, and in particular Fukien were now settled heav-
ily for the first time. (Twitchett 1973:69,)

So, out of a total of about 50 million who were living in the north,
some tens of millions seem to have moved out of Zhongyudn to peri-
pheral territories in the south. Concurrently, as this happened, the
total population rose to 100 million, with the majority in the periph-
eral territories of the socuth. Given this scenario, it seems plauaible to
attribute at least part of this population increase to the incorporation
of "cooked barbariansg" in the peripheral territories that had been
appropriated some hundreds of years earlier by the predecessors of
the T4ng rulers, beginning with the @fn "founding emperor".

Unfortunately, this process of incorporation is not well docu-
mented. As noted by Treistman {1968:853), much of Chinese history is
Han history written

to serve the political end of unification and justification
of Han expansion. Such history should be treated much
85 we do colonial history of any kind. . . ., The Han tell
us of their China -~ a great and noble civilisation sur-
rounded by "barbarians". Typical of colonial historians,
they deny the attributes of civilisation to these barbar-
ians, and frequently equate the "1ack" of high culture
with ra.cwl mfenont‘.y.
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THE PEOPLE OF THE TANG MOUNTAINS

If the name Hin is significant as a label for phenomena pertaining to
Zhongyuin, the namé Tdng appears to be significant as a label for
similar phenomena manifested in the south. To this day, southerners
such as Cantaonese and Hokkiens refer to themselves as 7Tdngrén
(Tdéng people) ]% A~ ; this is f‘o”ngyé/n in Cantonese pronunciation,
and Tnglang in Hokkien.t (Also see Wiens 1967:xiv.) Indeed, the
"Chinatowne" in various foreign countries are generally referred to
as Tdngrénjie (Street of the Tdng people) ,% A f{f’.‘( y because the
inhabitants of these Chinatowns are mostly from the southern
provinces of Guangdong J& % and Fijidn 7% ;%_

Norman (1988:221) points out, significantly, in his historical analy—~
sis of the Yué dialects spoken in Guangdong province, that the
Northern Chinese elements present in these Southern dialects derive
from the late Tdng dynasty. He notes:

It is perhaps not irrelevant in this regard that the Yué-
speaking peoples will commonly refer to themselves as
thog? Jan® "people of the Téang dynasty".

Interestingly, the Cantonese and Hokkien Tdngrén refer to their
homeland as TAngshan /%- M {T4ng mountains); this is f‘6ngsbaan in
Cantonese and Thgsoa” in Hokkien., The mountains referred to are
apparently the east-west mountainous range which aeparates. the
southern coast from Zhongyuén in the north. However, these moun-
tains are themselves very sparsely populated. Indeed, as noted by
Wiens {1967:8), "...the whole of the South China mountain and hill land
in a sense constituted a resistance bloc to Chinese settlement".5 The
population of Cantonese and Hokkien T4ngrén are concentrated along
the southern coast. So it would seem that for these coastal inhabi-
tants, to say that their homeland is Tdngshan is to imply a

* By the terms "Cantonese and "Hokkien" I refer to the provincials
of, respectively, Guangdong M  $®  and Fdjidn 3% ;i’ . The
"Cantonese pronunciation” and "Hokklen pronuncmtlon I am using are
derived, respectively, from the dialects of Guangzbou ):E. _n,‘, and Xida-
men/’i‘ ¥4 . (See Cowles 1965 and Embree 1973.)

5 Wiens (1967:8) further elaborates:

There were three major topographical blocs in Scuth
China which because of special geographical situation, re—
sisted Chinese penetration longest. These are the eastern
Che-Chiang Fu-chien coastal mountain bloc ... ,the Kuei-
chou Yun—-nan Plateau bloc, including western Kuang-hsi,
and the Eastern Tibetan bloc comprising the western ex-—
tremes of Ssu-ch'uan, northwest Yun-nan, and Hsl-k'ang
Ch’mg"haj- .




The People of the TAng Mountains Page 13

connection with Zhongyudn, for to travel between the northern plain
and the southern coast, it is necessary to cross theses mountains.

As stated above, Zhonggud is the amalgamation of the originating
territory Zhongyudn with the appropriated peripheral territories out-
side Zhongyudn. Parallel to this, Zhonggudrén (Zhonggud people)
include both the original Hin people of Zhongyudn and the inhabi-
tants of the peripheral territories, The population of the southern
provinces, in particular, include not only the descendants of Hén mi-
grants from Zhongyudn, but alsc the sinicised indigenes, as well as
the un-sinicised indigenes of these provinces.

If this is the case, then is it still possible to trace the origins of
particular local communities? In this respect, the local origin myths
may be of some significance. On this issue, I can offer some autobio-
graphical evidence., My late father was a Hokkien whose ancestral
home was on Quemoy island -~ that is, Jinménddo 4 Ff| f;, —— off the
coast of Fiijidn province. My mother is a Hakka -~ that is, Ké&jiarén
’21 %f& M~ -~ whose ancestral home is in Dépi/e *_ &ﬁ]‘ county in
Guangdong province.

My patrilateral kin have no myth that tells of how their ancestors
migrated to the south from Zhéngyudn. On the contrary, it seems to
be the generally accepted view among the Quemoyese that they are
descendants of the indigenous inhabitants of the coast and islands in
the bay area of Wéitduwan El F;{ :‘/‘%‘and Xi&méngé’ng)?f\ e }% .1
have noticed that whereas the Quemoyese tend to treat people from
this bay area {such as the Amoyese -- that is, Xiéménrén/i FEH L)
as zoirén {("own people" —— that is, closely related people) ﬁ Ty AL
they tend to treat other Hokkiens from outside this bay area as peo-
ple who are distant from themselves.

My Quemoyese kin explain this differential treatment in terms of
language: they say that whereas we Quemoyese, Amoyese, and other
. people from the bay area speak in the same way, other Hokkiens from
elsewhere speak differently. Even the people of the provincial capital
Fizhou 7{(& ¥ are treated as socially distant, because their speech is
unintelligible to the Quemoyese.f! So it seems that the Quemoyese

§ Indeed, as Norman {1988:188) confirms:

Dialectal .diversity reaches its highest degree in the
Southern zone, especially in Fidjian province, where most
of the Min dialects are spoken; in this region every
county generally has its own distinctive dialect which
often differs quite radically from those in neighbouring
counties, and in some cases even neighbouring villages
use forms of speech that are totally mutually
unintelligible. ' ' - : -
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identify themselves as a distinct community in rather parochial terms,
lacking even a sense of provincial solidarity.

This parochialism contrasts significantly with the self-image pro—
jected by my Hakka matrilateral kin, who unanimously claim to be de-
scendants of migrants from the north. According to the origin myth
as told to me, by my matri-kin, their ancestors came south from

Zhongyuén because of unrest there. They settled in scattered distri-

bution all over the sputh; so their deacendants are found in every
southern province., These descendants are called Kéjid (literally,
"guest families") ’g 'Zﬁ_ because they are not indigenes of the south,
but are merely guests there. That is why, my Hakka relatives =say,
there is no province that they can call their own. Indeed, I have no-
ticed among the Hakkas a distinct feeling of inter-provincial soli~
darity; for example, a Hakka person from, say, Guéngdong province
and another Hakka person from, say, Fijian province, would very
readily claim each other as zijirén {"own people'), even if they are
not related through kinship, and even if they have just met for the
first time in their lives. '

My matri-kin explain this in terms of the common ancestry from
the north that all Hakkas supposedly share; they even ssay that
Hakkas are not just Tdngrén, but Hinrén. As evidence of this north-
ern origin, they usually point to the Hakka language which, they =say,
is very close to Mandarin. According to my relatives, in the past
Hakkas used to do very well in the Imperial examinations, because
their northern-type language gave them an advantage. Not only do
the Hakkas seem to have a feeling of solidarity among themselves,
they also seem to have a feeling of superiority vis-a-vis the indige-
nous Tidngrén of the south such as the Cantonese and the Hokkiens
in whose provinces they themselves are supposedly "guests”. Indeed,
my Hakka relatives often remind me that I am not just a Hokkien, but
that I am also half Hakka. Now according to the rules of patrifiliative
transmission, I should inherit identity only from my father. But my
matrilateral kin tell me that it is better to be half Hakka than just
wholly Hokkien!

Such attitudes are not secret, but are commonly known among the
different communities, who sometimes joke about the matter, sometimes
fight about it, and sometimes ignore it altogether. But what is the
historical v&lidit.y of these origin myths? I think that the origin myth
of the Hakkas goes some way towards solving a problem that seems to

He atﬂribﬁbes this dialectal diversity to the relative isolation of the
various local communities, due to "the absence of major rivers and a

e ST

- wildly mountainous terrain" (Norman 1988:228}.
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have perplexed various observers. Forrest (1965:11-12, 236-237) artic-
ulated this problem thus:

A well-known work of reference ... says of the Hakkas:
"In disposition, appearance and customs they differ from
the true Chinese. They speak a distinct dialect." From
this one might legitimately infer that the remainder of
the Chinese people do not, as a rule, differ from province
to province; and that the Hakka dialect, instead of being,
as in fact it is, one of the closest to the ancient lan-
guage, is one of the most aberrant. Professor Vacca
{(article "Cina" in the Enciclopedia Italiana) is no better
informed. But the acme of absurdity is reached in a re-
cent work on the world’s languages, where appears the
statement that "the Miso and Hakka are rated as separate
languages of the Sino-Tibetan group."

For some reason or other, much mystery has been
made about the Hakkas. . . . This determination to treat
them apart from the rest of the Chinese people may have
started from their name, which as written signifies
"stranger families". As we shall see ..., little reliance is
to be placed on the interpretation of Chinese proper
names, as the language has 50 often preferred not to in-
vent new characters when a homophone was ready to
hand. . . . One not unreasonably doubts whether the
name of Hakka meant when first applied that the people
were in any more egregious sense foreigners to other
Chinese than any other speakers of incomprehensible dia-
lect, or whether its modern interpretation is anything
more than a piece of folk etymology; and it is not very
clear why the Hakkas should be without a name by which
to describe themselves other than one which meant for—
eigners. There is nothing so strikingly different in
physical appearance of the Hakkas, nor in their customs,
which would set them apart from the other Chinese~
speaking inhabitants of the south, with whom they seem
to share just as much, or just as little, Chinese blood;
and their language is much more in the direct line of
derivation from old Chinese than those to which we shall
presently come,

in the context of my Hakka relatives’ origin myth, these observers
have apparently caught hold of the wrong end of the stick. The peo-
ple that Forrest criticises seem to realise that there is something
distinctive about the Hakkas but, failing to grasp the nature of this
difference, have instead jumped to the opposite conclusion that the
Hakkas are not "true Chinese". Forrest disputes this view because,
being & linguist, he realises that the Hakka language is "one of the
closest to the ancient language” and is "much more in the direct line
of derivation from old Chinese" than the other southern languages.
However, this being the case, he is stumped by the name "Hakka"; he
does not understand why the speakers of a language closely related
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to old Chinese should be called "strangers" or "foreigners". So he
resorts to suggesting that we should not take the proper name seri-
ously as it may have been just a homophone, The origin myth as re-
lated by my matri-kin would seem to resolve this paradox for, as
they explain, the Hakkas are guests in the south because that is not
their homeiand,a\vhich is in Zhongyudn of the north. Indeed, Forrest's
(1965:237) own data appear to support the claims of my Hakka rela-
tives:

The speskers of Hakka have been estimated variously at
four to fifteen millions, but the higher figure is more
likely to be correct. They occcupy at present, roughly
speaking, a band of country stretching east and west
from Fukien to Kwangsi, and compressed between two
lines, one running along the mountain range bounding
Kwangtung on the north, the other parallel to it a few
miles north of Canton. . ., . This is their most compact
area of sgettlement, but boundaries are everywhere irresg-
ular and fluctuating, and ... Hakkas are found ... as far
as the extreme south of Kwangtung. Their settlement in
Kayingchow in the east of the province is dated, by the
family records of the district, to later Sung and Mongol
times; and they appear to have entered the province from
the north-east. . . . The isoglosses separating Hakka dia-
lect forms from those of other southern dialects are
everywhere clear-cut; there are no transition dialects.
Their traditions indicate an origin in the far north-—east,
but others have traced them to emigration from Honan
between the fourth and ninth centuries.

What is also of relevance to this discussion is the historical usage
of the term Ké&jid ("guest household") as a regular census category to
denote Han migrants to the south. For example, as noted by Barlow
(1986:22),

Early in the Sung period [between the tenth and thir-
teenth centuries], one district registered a total of 17,760
households, both Zhuang and "guests" (Han immigrants).
By 1078-85, the same zhou registered 56,596 "guest"
households alone.

Interestingly, as Norman (1988:221) noted, the Hakkas were consid-
ered as unwelcome guests by the Cantonese and Hokkiens among
whom they lived:

Many non-Kéjid people in Guhngdong developed a strong
antipathy towards these "strangers", and the erroneous
notion that the Ké&jia were not ethnically Chinese but
some sort of non-Han "barbarians" became widespread.
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The Kejia themselves, hbwever, claimed to have originated from the
northern provinces of Shanxi, Hénan and Anhuf

At the fall of the Western Jin dynasty, these peoples
moved southward into the present-day Huizhdéu region of
southern Anhui and into northern J1angx1. later, as a re-
sult of disorder in the late Téng dynasty, a part of the
Kajig moved into their present homeland in southwestern
Fujian and northern Gulingdong.

(X. Lué 1923; cC. Luo 1958; quoted from Norman 1988:222),

In contrast, neither the Cantonese nor the Hokkiens seem to make
any such genealogical claim about their ancestors originating from the

north. So if my suggestion above is valid -~ that there was a large-
scale incorporation of "cooked barbarians" in the sppropriated pe-—
ripheral territories -- then 1 would further suggest that the dif-

ference between the Hakkas and other Chinese in south China is that
the former are the patrilineal descendants of the Han migrants from
the north, whereas the latter are the patrilineal descendants of sini-
cised "cooked barbarians". I am thus arguing that descent transforms
into ethnicity. :

But even if we accept the origin myth of the Hakkas as histori-
cally valid, what is its significance in the context of our discussion?
I think that it is striking that some one thousand years after the
supposed migration from the north, the Hakkas are still maintaining
their sense of separateness from other sountherners by claiming that
- they are really Northerners who are merely sojourning as guests in
the scuth. Not only that, my Hakka relatives seem to have carried
this attitude with them outside Zhonggud to Singapore and Malaysia,
where they apparently still find it relevant to talk about social supe-
riority in terms of origins from Zhongyuén. Why is this so? I suggest
that it is because at present, the power centre of Zhonggud is still
perceived as being in the north; the south is still regarded as politi-
cally péripheral. Therefore, to claim northern origins is to imply that
one belongs, at least nominally, to the political centre and not to the
political periphery, and that one is hence socially superior to those
who belong to the political periphery.

Even among those who do not claim northern origins, there seem
to be differences in terms of their relative priority in sinicisation.
For example, Cé.ntonese people seem to feel somewhat superior to
Hokkien people, This is particularly noticeable in Singapore, where
the Hokkiens constitute the majority and the Hokkien language in the
form of the Amoyese dialect has become a lingua franca, almost in the
way that the '_Gqﬁngzhau dialect is a lingua franca in Hongkong. (See
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Kuo 1976.) Yet a significant number of the Cantonese minority, in-
cluding those born and bred in Singapore, seem reluctant to learn
the Hokkien language in whatever dialectal form; indeed, my Canton-
ese friends tell me that they regard the Hokkien language as (C) téo
(coarse, rouxh, rude)*ﬁ_ y and therefore find it embarrassing to
speak, Hokkiens, on the other hand, seem not to reciprocate with a
similar attitude of snobbery towards the Cantonese language. Indeed,
it is more common to find, in Singapore, Hokkiens who can speak
Cantonese, than Cantonese who can speak Hokkien, even though in
the Singapore Chinegse population, the Hokkiens far outnumber the
Cantonese.” However, I have to report that we Hokkiens regard the
language of the Hainanese (Haindnrén ;Tg #21 A_) very much in the
same way as the Cantonese regard the Hokkien language.

I think that these relative degrees of social evaluation are histori-
cally explicable in terms of sinicisation. As Map 2 indicates, the area
that became Guingdong province wes already part of Zhonggud dur—
ing the time of the Hin dynasty; indeed, as mentioned above, it was
the @in founding emperor who first sent his armies into that area to
conguer it. This seems to have happened some time between 221 BC
and 207-6 BC when this @in emperor ruled over the Zhonggud that he
had unified. In contrast, as Map 2 alsc indicates, the area that be-~
came Fujian province was not yet part of Zhonggud in AD 220 when
the Hén dynasty came to an end. One indication of territorial coloni-
sation is the presence of Hian Chinese found in these provinces. This
may be discerned in the number of xidn 'E%(districts) listed for any-
one province. As noted by Wiens (1967:174), the demarcation of a xidn
wag based on the registration of at least 10,000 "Han~Chinese resi-
dents or the tribesmen that were rather completely Sinicised in cul-
ture”. It is thus significant that in AD 464, there were only two xiin
listed for Fdjidn province, compared to eight xidn listed for Guang-
dong province; three centuries later, in AD 740, there were still only
nine xidn listed for the former, compared to twenty-four listed for
the latter. (See Li 1928:235.) This implies that the sinicisation of the
area of Fijian province lagged some centuries behind the area of
Guangdong province, The snobbery of the Cantonese with regards to
the Hokkiens may thus be explained in terms of an implicit awareness
of their relative priority in sinicisation.

In this context, the case of Haindn island is interesting., As Map 2
indicates, the island had already been appropriated as part of Zhong-
~ 8gud by AD 220, yet up to the present time, the population is not

7 According to the Census of Population 1980, out of the 1,858,237

Chinese in Smgapore, 43.1% were Hokkiens, while only 156.5% were
Cantonese.
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wholly ginicised. The peopie in the northern half of Hainan island are
sufficiently sinicised to be accepted as Hanzd (Hin stock), but the
people in the southern half are Kadai-speaking Lf people (% or
/[E } who are at best regarded as shidfan ("cooked barbarians"),

By explaining the relative degrees of social evaluation in terms of
the history of sinicisation, I do not thereby imply that the Cantonese
and Hokkiens of Singapore are all so historically and ethnologically
knowledgeable such that their attitudes have arisen as a result of
explicit knowledge. On the contrary, what seems to have happened is
that these attitudes have been institutionalised as stock responses
which contain in themselves an implicit historicity. Indeed, these at-
titudes seem to be so institutionalised to the extent that, again to use
a personal example, learning to be Hokkien involves learning to laugh
at the Hainanese. There are even certain stock jokes about the
Hainanese, almost in the way that the English have stock jokes about
the Irish. The significance of these institutionalised stock responses
seeme again to be relational vis-&-vis the power centre in the north.
If that is the case, the maintenance of these institutionalised re-
sponses would be understandable within Zhonggud itself. But why do
overseas Hakkas, Cantonese, and Hokkiens persist in maintaining
these attitudes outside the polity of Zhonggud?

This brings me back to the point I made earlier: that from an in-
sider’s point of view, Zhonggud is in its very nature a territorially
differentiated polity, which is the historical outcome of political ap-
propriation. So one way of remaining an insider is to act and interact
in terms of this territoriaily differentiated polity. In other words, to
remain socially an insider while physically outside the polity, one
could behave as if one were still inside the historical polity by re-
lating to the power centre in provincial terms. From the insider’s
point of view, there seems to be no such phenomenon as a gener-
alised Chinese; there seem to be only the inhabitants of particular
provinces and particular localities within these provinces. From this
perspective, overseas Chinese who forget their ancestral sources
would be considered by other Chinese to be deculturated.

POLITICAL ONE-NESS AND POLITICAL PLURALITY

The Zhonggud I have been discussing above in territorial terms may
be considered as an historical phenomenon going back a few thousand
years. But how much of this historical Zhonggud still remains? If the
historical Zhonggudé may be understood in terms of a political rela-
tionship between Zhongyudn (Central Plain) and bianjiang (peripheral
territories), then I suggest that Xin Zhonggud %ﬁ "-F @i (New China)
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may be understood in terms of a political relationship vis-a-vis the
wider world of wiigud (foreign countries), Officially, the ‘historical
Zhonggud is gone: there is no emperor, no imperial government, no
dynasty‘left. Even the polity is not unified as one.

Of course, this is not the first time in history that the polity has
been divided. As mentioned above, there were weil over & hundred
independent states in Zhongyudn at the end of the 8th century BC,
all of which were t8ngyi j{fﬁ; ~— {incorporated intoc one) in 221 BC.
Although in subsegquent periods, the reality did not always match the
idea of a =single incorporated polity, that idea remained as a political
ideal. So the periods of political plurality were regarded asz aberra-
tions which had to be rectified through a campaign of unification.
Indeed, the capacity to impose political one-ness on the territory of
Zhonggud was the ideoclogical basis of political legitimation. In terms
of the insider’s view of history, the periods of political ohe—ness con-
stituted the high points of the civilisation when "under heaven all
was at peace" (tianxid taiping & T X ? )+ Since the emperor
was the "son of heaven" ( tianzy x_ ﬁ"' }, this worldly peace seems to
have hinged on the equal submission of all to a single ruler.

In the insider's view, the periods of political plurality were con-
sidered as chaotic times, when the very existence of a Zhonggud be-
came & matter of controversy. Let us consider the proportion of time
that the territory of Zhonggud was unified, as compared to the peri-
ods of political plurality, If we take a time-span of 2133 years, be-
ginning from 221 BC when Zhonggud was incorporated into one, and
ending on 1 January 1912 when the last emperor of Zhonggud abdi-
cated and was replaced by a republic, some 710 years were marked
by political plurality. Oniy for sbout 1423 years was there a single
unified polity, and out of this, at least 357 years were gpent under
foreign occupation -~ namely, the Mongolian Yudn x3 and the
Manchurian Qing ;ﬁ' rulers. So it was only for a total cf 1066 years in
this time-span that Zhonggud was politically unified under indigenous
emperors. The details of this political chronology are given below.
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POLITICAL ONE-NESS POLITICAL PLURALITY

221-206 BC: Unity under the
QIn '

%

L Bl 206-207 BC: The fall of the
Qf\n and the rise of the
Han /%
_*—'—'
207 BC - AD T: Unity under
the Han
_— AD 7-25: Political disunity
*—‘
25-220: Reun§fication under
the Hou Han 4& }_%\
———

220-265: Civil war between
Sangud (Three Kingdoms)

265-317: Unity under the -~ = B

an_%

- 317-590: Civil war between
Nénbéichdo (Northern and
Southern Dynasties)

590-618: Unity under the - % Je ﬁﬂ
Suf :
618-906: Unity under the

Tang /ﬁ.
B
- 906-1279; Civil war between
.ngjgz (Five Dynasties)
Hou Lidng 1%
Hou Tadng )3

Hou Jin
Hou Han A% 3H
Hou Zhou 4% = W]
Lias &
Sung ';E.(Iater‘
Nin Sung & . )

Jin 4~ i
- ’ Yudn
1279-1368: Unity under
the Yudn T
1368-1644: Unity under
the Ming o8 .
1644-1912: Unity under
the Qing -/ﬁ

{(Dates derived from Lin 1972:1455—3_[456.)
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Thus, instead of an unchanging monolith, there seems to have been a
pendulum-swing between political one-ness and political plurality. The
idea of a single politically unified Zhonggudé approached realisation
only during the periods listed in the left-hand column. The longest
period of unification was from 1279 to 1912, but as mentioned above,
357 years of that period were under foreign occupation.

HOW NEW IS NEW CHINA?

The significance of the pendulum-swing in the context of our dis-
cussion is that the Republican period (1912 to the present) could be
seen as just one phase of the historical process. Since 1949 when the
Chinese Communist Party unified the mainland under its ruie, the
pendulum seems to have been moving back towards political one-ness.
The military take-over of Tibet in 1859 was a further move in the
same direction. All that is now needed to achieve political one—-ness is
to re-incorporate Hongkong, Macau, and Taiwan,

The political urge to achieve unification, to replace plurality with
centralised power, is in keeping with the ideclogy of one-ness that
has been established as a pdlitical ideal since 221 BC. At the present
time, both the People’s Republic of China on the mainland and the
Republic of China on Taiwan claim to be the rightful "China",
although the claim of the former has, in recent years, been receiving
increasingly greater international recognition as the claim of the
latter has become increasingly implausible, In this &sense, the Xin
Zhonggudé {New China) that is the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is
really not new. Historically, it is the political successor to the
dynastic powers that unified Zhonggud as a single polity. The ca-
pacity to impose political one-ness on the territory seems to be a
major factor in the legitimation of the Chinese Communist Party’s
power, For example, some overseas Chinese are known to say: "Never
mind if they are Communist ~- at least they have kept China one."

In another sense, however, Xin Zhonggud is new. It is not an em-
pire existing in political self-sufficiency; it is, rather, a republic, a
nation-state, that exists in relation to similar institutions in the wider
world, {(See Schwartz 1968 and Benjamin 1988:3.) There has been a
shift in orientation which may be expressed in the following way. In
the historical Zhonggud, the emphasis was on the idea of zhong, the
political centre from which power emanated outwards, at least during
those periods that such a centre did exist. In Xin Zhonggud, however,
the emphasis aeemé to be on the idea of gud, the political boundaries



How new is New Chinal ‘ Page. 23

of which must be defended against outsiders. In other words, power
is now no longer seen as emanating outwards from the centre; instead
it is seen as coming in from the outside. The role of government in
this context is to regulate the flow of power coming in from the
outside: for example, it has to decide whether to stop all foreign
influence from entering the country, or to have one type of influence
but not another? In the field of knowledge, should it decide only to
admit only science and technology from outside but nothing else? In
the field of finance, should it decide to have only loans but no aid?
Should it decide to accept help from this country but not from that
one? These and other such questions arise because the power of the
outside world is now an issue no Chinese government can simply
ignore or despise.

This shift in orientation strikes at the very root of the historic
worldview, for instead of being an appropriating self, the Chinese
polity is now a receiving self, receiving ideas, values, standards,
techniques, and other things from the outside., Instead of being an
inherent source of power, the political centre is now a mediator, a
sluice~-gate regulating the flow between the inside and the outside.
Even when the sluice-gate was completely closed, as, for example,
during the Cultural Revolution, it did not mean that the outside had
become unimportant; all it meant was that the government of the time
felt that enough had been received from outside to be used, and no
more was needed. As Mao (1969:306, 312) said:

The theory of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin is univer-

sally applicable. . . . Studying it is not merely a matter
of learning terms and phrases but of learning Msrxism-
Leninism as the science of revolution. . . . When in

addition to reading some Marxist books our intellectuals
have gained some understanding through close contact
with the masses of workers and peasants and through
their own practical work, we will all be apeaking the
same language, not only the common language of
patriotism and the common language of the socialist
system, but probably even the common language of the
communist world outlook.

According to this quotation, what is needed from the outside is
the "revolutionary science" of Marxism-Leninism which can learnt
from "“some Marxist books"; after some practical application, everyone
would then be speaking "even the common language of the communist
world outlook"”. Thus, even during the Cultural Revolution, it was
apparently still a desideratum that China should not be a world unto
itself, but belong to s wider world, albeit a communist one. The
present government of the People’s Republic of China, however, seems
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to have decided to belong not just to the communist world, but to
the modern world as a whole, and it now presents itself not just as
the mediator of "Marxism-Leninism as the science of revolution", but
ag the mediator of modern science and technology.

While the role of mediator may legitimate the power of the govern-
ment for those who are living within the polity, except for a minority
of overseas Chinese {for example, the Chinese members of the Malayan
Communist Party), such a role is irrelevant for the majority of over-
seas Chinese who are living outside the polity and who do not need
the mediation of the PRC government to obtain either "Marxist-
Leninism as the science of revolution" or modern science and technol-
ogy or anything else pertaining to the outside world. In other words,
Xin Zhonggud is able to promise "new-ness" only to its captive citi-
zenry, few of whom are allowed to have direct access to outside
sources.

But it is apparently not so easy to define thie "new-ness". Mao
(1965:339-340) s=said:

Our aim is to build a new society and a new state for the
Chinese nation. That new society and new state will have
not only & new politics and a new economy but a new
culture, . . In short, we want to build a new China. Our
aim in the cultural sphere is to build a new Chinese
national culture. . . What we want to get rid of is the old
colonial, semi-colonial and semi-feudal politics and
economy and the old culture is their service. And what
we want to build up is their direct opposite, i.e. the new
politics, the new economy and the new culture of the
Chinese nation.

So what ig new is simply not-old. Such a vague projection seems
no less mythical than the existence of a bygone imperial Zhongguéd.
Indeed, to overseas Chinese living outside the New China, the latter
may even seem more real’

Be that as it may, the fact is that the imperial order is defunct.
The historical Zhonggud in the context of which one’s provincial
origins made sense, now .exists only in myth. At the same time, there
is a sharp incongruity between the mythologised Zhonggudé of the
bygone past and the Xin Zhonggud of the present which promises a
utopian new-ness yet to be delivered. Caught between a defunct past
and & futuristic present, a significant number of those who are

8 This may perhaps explain the unceasing flow of popular Hongkong
and Taiwan movies set in a generalised imperial {yet often "modern”}
Zhonggub. : .
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labelled "Chinese" seem to be undergoing an identity crisis, as they
try to work out what it means to be Chinese,

THE ETHNONYM H U;l'

In the context of this identity crisis, the current use of the term Hus
as an ethnonym meaning "Chinese" is interesting. The People’s
Republic of China is "Zhonghuf rénmin gdnghégudé < § AFBFE #‘@;
while the Republic of China is Zhonghud mingud %7 % % @&l . The
term Hud is also used for the Chinese living outside the historical
territory of Chins; for example, Chinese in Singapore and Malaysia are
not allowed by their respective political authorities to use the term
Zhonggudrén to describe themselves, because that would gsuggest that
they "belonged" either to the PRC or to the Republic of China in
Taiwan. So they can use only the term Hudrén (Hué people)fgk
to indicate that they are Chinese without being politically affiliated
to either of the two republics,

As a word in itself, hu4d % means "glory, halo, diffuse light,
esgence, the prime of one’s youth". The term Hudrén thus carries the
connotation that the Chinese are "glorious people”. In an historical
context, however, the earliest occurrence of this term dates back to
the very beginnings of Chinese civilisation:

On the bamis of early state forms created as a result of
the Chou invasion, and because of intensive interaction
with neighbouring tribes speaking Tibetan-Burmese,
proto-Tungus, Austronesian, and Thai languages, an eth-
nic Hua-Hsia %’ 3 entity took shape in the sixth to
fourth centuries B.C. in the Central China Plain; this can
be called "Ancient Chinese". (Kruikov, Sofronov and
Cheboksarov 1978:338, guoted from Jettmsar 1983:224.)

The name thus also implies a claim to descent from the ancient Hud
Xid who, according to Kruikov et al (1978:272-274), regarded them-
selves as superior to their neighbouring "barbarians”:

Kinship feeling was used as a political element at that
time, and the losers in conflicts claimed to belong to the
Hua~Haia —— whose name can be translated as "Chinese"
-- to save themeelves from being sacrificed en masse or
enslaved. The outsiders, on the other hand, were called
wild beasts, jackals and wolves, and brutality was allowed
against them. {(Jettmar 1983:229.)

The term Hud, as a label of ethnic identification, is thus of very
encient derivation. Indeed, just as the ancients who claimed to be
Hug& Xid did so to differentiate themeelves from others who were
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Hud Xia did so to differentiate themselves from others who were
considered "barbarians", so the moderns who now identify themselves
as Hudrén do so to differentiate themselves from others who are non-
Chinese. Both usages, ancient and modern, thus imply that Hu4d is a
category defined in negative relationship to its opposite.

The term Hud further implies that all those who are so labelled
belong to the same camp, because of their common descent. Thus,
periodically, depending on the ideological swing of the moment, the
PRC beams shoriwave broadcasts to the overseas Hudrén, calling on
these chidobao 1’@ ﬁﬁ(literally: "consanguines abroad") to make
contributions to the zugud Ad. #&] (ancestral country). So even at a
macro-political level, the language of patrifiliative transmission is
used, :

EMBLEMATIC IDENTIFICATION

Very often, the use of the label Hud is substantiated by taking from
the past certain objects to serve as the emblems of identity. Usually
what is chosen as an emblem is something discrete, portable, and
most important, easily identifiable, As a result of this emblematic
identification, a lot of what passes for "Chinese" culture nowadays
seems to be almost a caricature: among the stock items are the obli-
gatory lion dance, a few steps of Taiji I J;;’jg , the few pieces that
constitute the repertoire of Hudyué {(Hud music) # ﬁ y Bome
calligraphic brush strokes, some standard banquet dishes.? This
seems to be true not only of the overseag Chinese, but even of those
living on the mainland.

What is the point of this emblematic glorification? It is, apparently,
a meang of displaying what passes for "Chinese" civilisation te the
non-Chinese. So, for example, important foreign visitors are received
with the lion dance, and told that this a "Chinese" way of showing

9 Taiji is a slow-moving form of shadow boxing which has become

very popular because it is relatively easy to learn. Hudyué (Hud mu-
sic) is a generalised form of Chinese music which does not derive
from specific local traditions, such as Cantonese music or Teochiu mu-
sic. It is usually notated in roman numerals introduced to China by
Christian missionaries for teaching hymns, rather than in the
traditional character system. The important element of improvisation is
totally lost from Hudyué; instead, Hudyué may be considered as an
imitation of Western music, to the extent of being performed by
"orchestras” organised slong the lines of a symphony orchestra, with
newly developed instruments, such as the dahd (literally, "big spike-
fiddle") K. ®f] introduced to fill in a kind of harmonic bass line.
Chinese music being based on monody, ornamentation and percussmn,
such a"bltrarlly mtroduced "harmonies" are alien.
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respect, which indeed it may have been in the context of animistic
ritual. But as it is, the lion dance is now simply a hollow emblem, an
artefact of tradition taken and used out of context, denuded of its
historical content.l® (See, for example, Yap 1986.)

But why is there this felt need for an emblematic display of
Chinese-ness? Apparently it is to maintain a sense of separateness
between those who are considered Chinese and those who are not. So
the cultural artefacts chosen as emblems sre those that seem to be
unique to the Chinese, and not what may be regarded as the most
artistic or the most profound. Indeed, since what is artistic and pro-
found tends also to be universalistic, it is usually not suitable as an
emblem of separateness.

But does this desire to maintain a sense of separateness not
contradict the desire to belong to the wider world? It does and it
dees not. There would indeed be a contradiction if one were to pur-
gue both desires with equal sincerity, end those who try to do so
would likely end up in a schizophrenic doubie-bind, where they are
damned if they do and damned if they don’t. One possible way out of
this dilemma is to agree to enter the world, but onily as a separale
entity competing with other separate entities. The world is thus con-
strued as an arena which one enters in order to win. Once a sense of
separateness is established through emblematic glorification, the mem-
bers of this separated entity can then participate, with alacrity, in
such non-Chinese activities as international sports contests and in-
ternational music competitions. Of course, the desire to win in the
world arena as a separate entity is wholly in keeping with the ethos
of nationalism, the dominant world ideology of the twentieth century.
What this implies is that to understand Chinese-ness as a preaent—
day phenomenon, we must necessarily place it in the context of a
world order that is territorially divided into separate nation—-gtates.
In such a situation, it is non-Chinese—ness that defines Chinese-ness,

THE RESOLUTION OF DISCREPANCY

As Erikson (1968:299) has noted of the process of identity construc~-
tion: '

10 The use of the lion dance as an emblem of Chinese-ness seems to
be understood as such by at least some non-Chinese. For example, a
controversy arcse in Malaysia some years ago when zome Mealay poiiti-
cians criticised the lion dance and said that to show their loyalty to
Malaysia, the Malaysian Chinese should have instead a tiger dance!
This controversy apparently still rages. SN
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Each positive identity is ... defined by negative images,...
and we must now discuss the unpleasant fact that our
God-given identities often live off the degradation of oth-
ers.

As I have shown above, Chinese identity is ancestor-given; there-
fore, like "God-given identities"”, it is other—given, ascribed. It is
precisely because such other—given identities cannot be easily shaken
off, changed or replaced, that they may give rise to what Erikson
(1968:183) terms "identity-conscicusness" -- that is, "a special form
of painful self-conscicusness which dwells on discrepancies between
one’s self-esteem, the aggrandised self-imaege as an autonomous per-
son, and one’s appearance in the eyes of others". Such discrepancies
may indeed arise when one is labelled "Chinese" in a world that is
clearly dominated by the non-Chinese, because implcit in the notion
of being Chinese, whether one is labelled Hian or Hud, is the sas-
sumption of superiority, both culturally and even rsacially. Such an
assumption is apparent in the way in which, for example, many
Chinese abroad still refer to the non-Chinese as "foreign devils"
(yéngguf 7#' @, in Mandarin) or "barbarian devils" (faan-kwdi-I6
—% % 5% in Cantonese or hoan-a-kuf -‘%- e s in Hokkien),
regardless of whether they are in Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia,
Philippines, the United Kingdom, or the United States of America.
Such terms apparently refer to a blanket category of non-Chinese,
without making too fine a differentiation between them, since their
non-Chinese—ness is regarded as their essential similarity: they are
all equally "foreign/barbarian"”, and hence implicitly inferior.

The discrepancy that arises from an assumplion of Chinese superi-
ority in a world that is dominated by the "foreign/barbarian deviis"
thus needs some kind of resolution. There are basically two ways to
resolve this., One way is to acknowledge that the Chinese are not su-
perior and are just like everyone else, This resolution would imply
that there is no special advantage to be derived from being labelled
"Chinese", apart from the biographical experiences of Chinese culture,
such as family life, language, food and religion. Such experiences
would, however, intermingle with other biographical experiences of
cther non-Chineae cultures. With no status of superiority attributed
to those experiences that are specifically Chinese, these would not be
elevated over and above the other experiences. In this case, one’s bi-
ographical experiences of Chinese-ness remain only part of a general
cosmopolitan blend.

The other mode of resolution is to try to prove Chinese superi-
ority by identifying with certain external phenomena thsat are consid-
ered as powerful or power—bestowing. Such phenomena may include,
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Great Wall of China, built by none other than the @in founding em-
peror), the People's Republic of China {especially after it exploded its
first nuclear bomb), the Republic of China (as a bastion of the non-
Communist Chinese), the Chinese population as one-quarter of the
world’s population, the Mandarin language as an international lan-
guage recognised by the United Nations, and of late, "Confucianism”
as an ideclogy of economic development.}

Those who identify with the People’s Republic of China often re-
gard themselves as "Communist” or "leftist”, simply because the gov-
ernment of the PRC is Communist. Such a mode of identification, how-
ever, means following the alternately "leftward" or '"rightward" turn
of the PRC Government. For example, after the Cultural Revolution
and the rise of Deng Xisoping, some Hengkong "leftists” who had ar—
dently supported the Cultural Revolution, now ‘became equally ardent
businessmen because, as one such person said to me, "Now things
have changed: now making money is also patriotic”.

In the Chinatowns of USA, certain businesses, households, and
gtreets are said to "belong" to the Mainland or to Taiwan in this
sense of political identification. To =some extent, Singapore, as a
YOhinese"-dominated nation that is economically successful, is now
regarded also as a powerful or power-bestowing phenomenon that
Chinese in the world, not just the Chinese in Singapore, may identify
with,

The recent international interest in "Confucianiem" is of some rel-
evance to our discussion. It is ircnic this interest has been gener—
ated from the economic rise of Japan as an industrialised nation and,
in its wake, of the so-called "four little dragons" {South Korea,
Taiwan, Hongkong and Singapore}, Another irony is that the linkage
between the economic development of these particular nations and
"Confucianism" was first imputed by two non-Chinese persons,
Hermann Kahn and Edwin Reischauer. Apparently, it was only after
this that some Chinese became interested in Confucianism as an em-
blem of identity. The motivation underlying this interest, however,
seems to be a desire for power: Confucianism is validated as a euit-
able emblem of Chinese ‘identity because it has been internationally
identified as the ideological motor of economic development in Japan
and the "four little dragons'. In this context, "Confucianism" may be
regarded as a code-word for the economic success of those of East
Asian origins; the economic failures of those of similar origins (for
example, the People’s Republic of China and North Korea) are not

11 1 yemember that when China exploded its first nuclear bomb, in
Singapore crowda queued up at the cinems halls just to sez 8 short
documentary 'an on the explozion ast.ing only a few minutes.
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attributed to "Confucianism". Significantly, this interest in the use of
*"confucianism” as an emblem of Chinese~ness seems to be shared by
the People’s Republic of China, the Republic of China, as well as
Singapore.i?

The desire for power may also be discerned in some others who
seem to feel Chinese in another way. These are Christian converts
who appear to be replacing Zhonggud with Tiangud F_ rgk
{"heavenly kingdom"); this applies more to the overseas Chinese than
to those living on the mainland. Presumably, compared to the unresl-
ity of past, present and future Zhonggud, & wholly other-worldly
country would seem just as real or unreal. In recent years, the self~
avowedly "Chinese" church has grown so much that it now seems to
be an independent sect based on the Chinese~ness of its international
congregation. For example, it has been reported that in the last
decade, in New York <City, the number of Chinese churches has
apparently increased from three to at least twenty-six. I London,
empty Welsh Methodist churches are reportedly being taken over as
Chinese churches.3

It may seem very odd that those who still desire to feel Chinese
should attempt to do so through Christianity, a foreign religion.
However, some Chinese Christians claim that Christianity had always
been immanent in Chinese history and culture; now is simply the time
for this immanence to be expressed. One such claim goes thus: the
Chinese fondness for the colour red is interpreted as a harbinger of
the blood of the Lamb. Another such claim is that the Chinese char-
acter for "boat"fig- actually means "Noah's ark" because the elemente
of this character are: "boat" -ﬁ']’- [for] "eight" M\
"mouths” {7 jthe logic of this claim is that "eight mouths" refers to
the pairs of animals which took refuge in the ark. The international
Chinese ecumenism that is now evidently flourishing should perhaps
be interpreted not simply as Christian conversion, but as Chinease re-
vivalism.

Christianity provides for some Chinese the idea of a direct rela-
tionship with an omnipotgnt. God located outside the world. Such an
idea is plausible only in the context of a fundamental shift in

12 This common interest was symbolically expressed in an interna-
tional conference on "Confucian Learning, Its Development and Infilu-
ence" held  in August/September 1987 in Qufu, the birthplace of
Confucius, in the People’s Republic of China. The conference was
jointly organised by the Institute of East Asian Philosophies founded
by the Singapore government and the Confucius Foundation of China
founded by the PRC government. {See IEAP News October 1987:8.)

13 According to an informant, one such sinicised church is in
Chiltern Street and another one at the bottom of Charing Cross Road.
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orientation, whereby power is no longer seen as emanating from the
political centre within Zhonggud, but coming in from the outside. So
to give a political interpretation to this situation, we might say that
using Christianity as a vehicle of Chinese identity would imply that
the Chinese people are powerful in this world because they have a
direct relationship with what is supposedly the one source of power
in the other world. Some Chinese Christians are even saying that the
Chinese are God’s new Chosen People!

Such being the case, there is concern among the overseas Chinese
Christiane to convert their fellow Chinese on the mainland who have
not yet realised their supposedly immanent Christianity. Indeed, such
a concern has been explicitly expressed by various evangelical or-
ganisations. For example, the Steering Committee Chairmen of the
Chinese Coordination Cenire of World Evangelism, Rev. Wu Ming Jie,
said in its magazine Chinese Churches Todey (February 1987):

‘There is a burden that remains heavy on our hesarts, that
is, what have we done for our 1.1 billion fellow Chinese
in Mainland China? (Quoted from Sky Waves December
1987:1).

Anocther example of such concern is to be found in FEBA
Singapore, which is a local programme supply centre of the Far East
Broadcasting Corporation.* The radio programmes produced by this
broadcasting centre are mainly proselytising messages in Mandarin
and other dialects aimed at the People’s Republic of China. As its
Executive Director, Dr David Chen, stated in its in-house magazine
Sky Waves (December 1987:4):

We sincerely agree with .. Rev Jonathon Chao of the
"Chinese Church Research Centre", Hong Kong ...[who] ...
gees the 1.1 billion souls as the primary responsibility of
Chinese Churches because Mainland China is the world’s
largest harvest field.

Among overseas Chinese congregations, talks are held on the mspe-
cific topic of how to smuggle bibles into the PRC. Indeed, some non-
Christian overseag Chinese travelling to the People’s Republic of
China by trsin from Hongkong, have told me that they were surprised
to find that all that the PRC customs officers seem to be interested
in was whether any bibles were being smuggled in.

4 The Far Eest Broadcasting Corporation is an international Christian
broadcasting network with headguarters based in San Francisco,
U.8.A. The ecronym FEBA stands for Far East Broadcasting Associates.
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The choice of a foreign religion as a source of power toc prove
Chinese superiority is perhaps not so strange, if we consider that
that was the very reason why Communism, a foreign ideology, was
chosen, particularly after the success of the Russian Revolution.
Indeed, the political use of Christianity in this way may be dated to
the Tédiping Tigzggud {Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace) o @1
which was a rebellion launched by a self-converted Christian during
the 1850s-60s, to assert Chinese—ness against the reign of the
MManchu demons" {see McAleavy 1967:70).15 The similarities between
the Taiping rebels and the later Chinese Communists have been noted
by Fairbank (1965:162). The main significance is the use of not just
any foreign ideology, but the major European ideologies which are
regarded as sources of power, In this light, "Confucianism", Chinese
Christianity, Chinese Communism and other such phenomena may be
regarded as symptometic of an ideological quest for power, which
seems to be what Chinese~ness has come to mean, at least for some.

SO WHAT DOES "CHINESE" MEAN?

I have attempted to show in this paper that Chinese-ness is the re-
sult of historical and political action, relating to time, place and
people. A central aspect of Chinese-ness is its self-presentation as a
superior civilising force in a world of barbsarians. While such a self-
presentation was relatively more congruent in the past when the Han
people were spreading themselves and their civilisation gouthwards,
there is nowadayse a discrepancy between this traditional construction
of a Chinese—centred world and the modern construction of a
Western-dominated world. The attempt to resolve this discrepancy has
led some Chinese to identify themselves with what they regard as
sources of power. These may even include foreign ideologies such as
Communiem and Christianity, which are thereby adopted and sinicised.

What may aggravate the experience of this discrepancy is that
Chinese-ness has long been established as a civilisation in world
history, known as such not only to the Chinese themselves but also
to the world at large. Therefore, even if one who is labelied
"Chinese" wishes to forget or perhaps simply take for granted his or
her Chinese-ness, others will neither forget nor ignore this fact.
Thus, for example, a Chinese person traveliing abroad may be asked
in conversation what "the Chinese" think of this, that and the other,
as if all Chinese thought alike. I have myself been asked such a

15 "Mgnchu demons" was a term used by the Taiping rebels for the
ing rulers. . :
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question by non-Chinese, even though I told them that I have never
been to China, and that no single Chinese person can possibly repre-
sent the opinions of more than one billion Chinese.

In other words, Chinese-ness exists not only in the Chinese world
but also in the non-Chinese world. Furthermore, just as some Chinese
may like to assert that they are superior beings, there are non-—
Chinese who respond to such a cleim, either positively or negatively.
Those who respond -positively are giving assent to the claim of
Chinese superiority, usually through the cult of a superior mystical
Orient. The recent Western interest in so-called "Confucianism” may
perhaps be regarded as an example of this. If the response is nega-
tive, the Chinese claim to superiority is being seen as a threat that
has to be countered. An example of this is, perhaps, the Malaysian
Government’s policy of defending indigenous Malay rights in the face
of what is seen as aggressive Chinese economic interests.l® Either
response, positive or negative, is likely to feed into the Chinese as-
sertion of superiority, A feedback relationship thus emerges between
Chinese~ness and the non-Chinese responses to it. Whatever changes
there may be in the constructions of Chinese-ness are likely to occur
in the context of this relationship.

As noted in this essay, Chinese-ness implies non-Chinese-ness. On
the other hand, non-Chinese-ness defines Chinese~ness. The crux of
the matter seems to be simply the maintenance of difference between
the two.
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16 Ag Siddique and Suryadinata (1981) argue, the bumiputra policy in
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expressions of "economic nationselism”, particularly in relation to what
i viewed as the economic superiority of the Chinese. The terms
bumiputra and pribumi may both be translated as "sons of the soil" -
—-— that is, indigenes. - : : ' '
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