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Billy K.  L.  So 

n o h o n o u r Professo r W a n g G u n g w u o n th e occasio n o f hi s 
seventieth birthday , th e presen t fourtee n studie s wer e brough t 

J L  togethe r i n a  volum e tha t underscores , i n it s variety , issue s 
surrounding th e moder n Chines e worl d order . Th e ter m 'Chines e worl d 
order' ma y remin d student s o f moder n Chines e histor y o f th e influentia l 
and classi c volume , The  Chinese  World  Order:  Traditional  China's  Foreign 
Relations, edite d b y th e lat e Joh n Kin g Fairban k ove r thirt y year s ago. 1 

Professor Wan g Gungw u contribute d a  semina l stud y o f Min g China' s 
relations wit h Southeas t Asi a t o tha t volume . 

Since then , muc h ha s happene d i n Chin a an d elsewhere . Th e Chines e 
perception o f world orde r ha s presumably evolve d accordingly . Th e concep t 
underlying th e ter m remains , fo r al l that , a  fundamental an d ye t ambiguou s 
aspect o f China' s civilizationa l inheritanc e toda y —  th e mor e s o a s Chin a 
engages openl y wit h th e worl d an d interact s mor e closel y an d frequentl y 
with othe r state s an d civilization s a t th e star t o f a  ne w millennium . Thi s 
volume contribute s t o a n ongoin g exploratio n o f th e divers e meaning s o f 
the Chines e worl d orde r throug h a  variet y o f origina l studie s i n moder n 
Chinese histor y an d society , frame d aroun d concern s tha t hav e animate d 
scholarship sinc e th e publicatio n o f the Fairban k volum e thre e decade s ago . 

The Chines e worl d orde r i s essentiall y a  Chines e perceptio n o f th e 
world.2 I n th e 1960s , th e overarchin g concer n o f scholarship o n thi s subjec t 
was China' s perceptio n o f th e worl d unde r a n imperia l syste m tha t guide d 
its foreig n relation s an d it s policies toward s othe r countrie s ove r time . On e 
of th e fundamenta l question s arisin g fro m thi s kin d o f analysi s wa s wh y 
China failed , a s a  state , t o respon d positivel y t o th e Wester n impac t o f th e 
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nineteenth centur y B y th e tur n o f th e twenty-firs t century , thi s kin d o f 
question might well be broadened to embrace social and cultural dimension s 
outside th e framework  o f th e internationa l relation s o f th e empir e Fo r a 
start, th e ter m Chines e i s n o longe r confine d t o citizen s o f th e Chines e 
state. Professor Wang' s concer n fo r Min g relations with Southeas t Asia has 
now been amplified man y times over in research into Chines e communitie s 
around th e world. Chines e communitie s now have a  more assured place in 
the Chines e worl d order . 

Secondly, th e Chines e perceptio n o f worl d orde r nee d no t b e 
considered homogeneous. In the imperial era, as Benjamin Schwart z pointed 
out som e tim e ago , there wa s a  diversity o f attitudes toward s non-Chines e 
withm 'th e overridin g Chines e perception ' o f th e empire. 3 Attempt s t o 
enforce conformit y o f perception s i n th e moder n er a (a s i n th e Cultura l 
Revolution) hav e no t ha d a  lasting effec t 4  Ou r tas k her e is , in an y case , 
not t o construc t a n alternativ e o r expande d Chines e worl d order , pas t o r 
present, bu t t o explor e th e complexit y o f tha t worl d orde r i n divers e 
contexts. T o thi s end , th e volum e i s organized aroun d th e tw o categorie s 
of power an d identity . 

The term 'power' , a s it appears here, indicates both the power structur e 
of th e Chines e stat e an d th e powe r o f Chin a i n relatio n t o othe r states , 
that is, China as a power in itself. The two dimensions are closely interwoven 
into th e history o f modern China . O n th e on e hand, shift s i n the domesti c 
power structure have often create d decisive effects o n China' s position vis -
a-vis othe r powers o r countries . O n th e other , th e changin g role o f China 
in the international arena has also produced an enormous impact on political 
processes withi n China . A  ke y poin t o f convergenc e betwee n powe r i n 
domestic pohtic s an d powe r i n worl d politic s ha s bee n th e sens e o f crisi s 
and humiliatio n tha t ha s capture d th e imaginatio n o f many m  Chin a ove r 
the past two centurie s — a  sense of national crisi s arising from internationa l 
humiliation. Thi s sense of humiliation has arguably been the most powerfu l 
driving force behin d relentles s Chines e effort s t o restructure stat e power i n 
the moder n er a 5 

One o f the mos t importan t focuse s o f national reconstructio n wa s th e 
effort t o construc t a  constitutional framework  fo r settin g centra l an d loca l 
governments m  order . Thi s constitute s the first theme o f our volume (Par t 
I). All four chapter s in this section deal with the interaction between centra l 
authority an d loca l politica l concern s i n relatio n t o nationa l territorie s o r 
conflicting forces , m the context o f international pohtics Th e second them e 
(Part II) also concerns power, although in this case power seen from a  micro 
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or socia l perspective . Th e thre e chapter s i n th e secon d sectio n explor e 
relations betwee n stat e powe r o n on e side , an d th e econom y an d societ y 
on th e other . 

Identity i s th e secon d majo r categor y i n th e volume. 6 Th e issu e o f 
Chinese identit y ha s lon g bee n a  concer n o f Chines e letters . Th e mor e 
traditional expressio n o f thi s proble m i s draw n i n th e distinctio n betwee n 
Chinese an d non-Chinese , huayi  zhi  bian.  It s mode m representatio n turn s 
on th e classificatio n o f Chin a a s a  natio n o f man y nationalities , an d o f 
Chinese peopl e a s sharin g a  commo n cultura l identit y acros s divergen t 
cultural contexts . Th e issu e ha s bee n furthe r complicate d ove r th e las t fe w 
decades wit h recognitio n o f previousl y neglecte d peripherie s o f Chines e 
culture, includin g Chines e abroad. 7 Th e proble m o f Chines e identit y thu s 
constitutes anothe r significan t i f ambiguou s proble m —  a  definin g issu e i n 
relation t o Chines e perception s o f worl d orde r i n s o fa r a s th e concep t o f 
world orde r turn s o n relationa l identities . Th e presen t volum e provide s 
empirical an d micr o studie s o n th e broade r issu e o f Chines e identit y fro m 
traditional, religiou s an d intellectua l perspective s (Par t III) . Fou r othe r 
chapters investigat e specifi c case s concerning Chines e identity , a s communit y 
and i n relatio n t o question s o f sel f and othe r i n th e context s o f gende r an d 
equality (Par t IV) . 

The tw o categorie s o f powe r an d identit y correspon d wit h majo r 
concerns o f Professor Wan g Gungwu' s scholarshi p ove r th e pas t hal f century . 
The fruit s o f his work ar e succinctl y an d intimatel y documente d i n Professo r 
Philip Kuhn' s prologue . I n th e prologue , Kuh n survey s Professo r Wang' s 
writings ove r a  spa n o f fifty  years , revealin g ho w hi s though t develope d i n 
response t o th e historica l event s o f hi s time , bu t revealin g a s wel l th e 
consistency o f certai n fundamenta l concern s ove r a  lifetime o f scholarship . 
At th e cor e o f thes e concern s wa s a  libera l idealis m tha t rejecte d narro w 
communalism i n an y shap e o r form . I n th e epilogue , Le e Guan-ki n offer s 
an ora l histor y o f Professo r Wan g t o hel p u s locat e hi s scholarshi p i n hi s 
personal experience . Th e epilogu e i s base d o n nin e in-dept h interview s 
conduc ted w i t h Professo r W a n g i n 1999 , rangin g ove r hi s famil y 
background, hi s childhoo d an d yout h i n Ipoh , hi s lif e an d educatio n i n 
China an d Britain , an d hi s subsequent te n years o f teaching a t the Universit y 
of Malaya, eightee n year s in Australia , nin e an d a  half years i n th e Universit y 
of Hong Kong , an d hi s directorshi p o f the Eas t Asia n Institut e i n Singapor e 
since 1996 . Th e chapter s sandwiche d betwee n th e prologu e an d epilogu e 
reflect th e wor k o f graduate student s taugh t an d advise d b y Professo r Wan g 
over hi s year s i n Australia , Hon g Kon g an d Singapore . 
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Lee Kam-keun g examine s th e revolutionar y leader s an d thei r follower s 
who forme d th e vanguar d o f the anti-Qin g movemen t i n Fujia n Province , 
with a  view t o evaluatin g th e socia l characte r o f the Republica n Revolution . 
He argue s tha t afte r th e Firs t Sino-Japanes e War , Fujia n becam e th e targe t 
of pohtica l an d economi c ambition s b y Japan, France , Britain , th e Unite d 
States an d Germany . I n th e perceptio n o f it s inhabitants , th e provinc e wa s 
under imminen t threa t o f bein g partitione d b y foreig n powers . Althoug h 
the Qin g Cour t a s a  centra l governmen t trie d t o maintai n an d defen d it s 
sovereignty, i t faile d t o withstan d foreig n encroachment , resultin g i n furthe r 
loss o f sovereig n rights . Th e Fujianese , lik e thei r compatriot s elsewhere , 
gradually los t confidenc e i n th e Q in g government , whic h the y hel d 
responsible fo r nationa l misfortun e an d humiliation . Th e chapte r detail s who , 
precisely, too k u p th e challeng e o f revolutio n i n Fujian , an d wh y the y di d 
so. 

In Chapte r 2 , S o Wai-chor probe s th e territoria l identit y o f the moder n 
Chinese stat e unde r th e Chian g Kai-she k regim e b y examinin g th e concep t 
of 'Chinese territories ' i n th e writing s an d decision s o f the Nationalis t (KMT ) 
government from  192 8 t o 1945 . Chiang Kai-shek , th e paramoun t Nationalis t 
leader o f th e period , inherite d wit h hi s peer s a  vagu e ide a tha t Chines e 
territories include d al l regions onc e rule d b y th e Manch u dynasty . Taiwan , 
the Ryuky u Island s an d eve n Kore a were , i n thi s sense , territorie s belongin g 
to China . Bu t Chian g wa s to o muc h a  realis t t o ignor e th e fac t tha t Chin a 
was to o wea k t o defen d al l these territorie s b y forc e i f confronted b y foreig n 
powers. H e wa s prepare d t o compromis e —  notabl y i n th e cas e o f Oute r 
Mongolia. Th e autho r conclude s tha t thi s realis t attitud e eventuall y define d 
the boundarie s o f China' s nationa l territory , an d tha t Chiang' s concep t an d 
rationale o f 'Chines e territories ' retain s it s relevanc e today . 

The thir d chapte r b y Huan g JianH i s a detailed examinatio n o f the K M T 
peace missio n o f April 1949 , o n th e ev e o f the Chines e Communis t takeove r 
of th e Mainland . Thi s las t majo r negotiatio n betwee n th e K M T an d th e 
Chinese Communis t Part y (CCP ) befor e th e foundin g o f th e People' s 
Republic o f China ha s hitherto receive d littl e scholarl y attention , i n contras t 
to th e peac e talk s mediated b y Patric k Hurle y an d Georg e Marshal l i n 1945 -
6. I t commence d o n 1  April an d it s eventua l failur e create d a n impressio n 
that th e whol e exercis e wa s n o mor e tha n a n Apri l Fool' s Da y joke. Wa s i t 
merely a  prank? I f so, wh o wa s th e perpetrato r an d wh o th e victim ? Huan g 
examines th e interpla y offeree s tha t se t th e stag e fo r th e peac e missio n an d 
its eventua l collapse , an d explore s th e politica l dynamic s o f Chin a o n th e 
eve o f th e Communis t takeover . 
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The nex t empirica l cas e is a contemporary one , examinin g Hon g Kong' s 
repositioning afte r reunificatio n wit h Mainlan d Chin a i n 1997 . Jan e Le e 
attempts t o explor e th e histor y o f Hon g Kong' s positionin g i n th e perio d 
over th e twelv e year s o f politica l transitio n fro m 198 5 t o 1997 , an d ove r 
the first  tw o year s afte r reunificatio n wit h China . Sh e argue s tha t th e uniqu e 
positioning o f Hon g Kon g depend s o n th e capacit y o f th e Hon g Kon g 
leadership t o maintai n a  degree o f ambivalence withi n th e contex t o f ' O n e 
Country, T w o Systems ' —  specificall y t o positio n Hon g Kon g bot h a s a 
city o f Chin a an d a s a  separat e an d autonomou s par t o f th e country . Th e 
success o f Hon g Kong' s autonom y i s dependen t o n maintainin g a  degre e 
of flexibility  tha t allow s bot h side s t o mak e adjustment s i n respons e t o 
developments i n th e domesti c an d internationa l environments . 

In th e openin g chapte r o f Par t II , H o Hon-wa i addresse s th e issu e o f 
state powe r an d th e econom y a s thes e ar e embodie d i n th e lif e o f on e 
individual acros s th e historica l divid e separatin g th e lat e Qin g an d th e 
Republ ican eras . H e thread s togethe r availabl e fragment s o f historica l 
information t o reconstruc t an d uncove r th e lif e an d caree r o f Li u Xuexu n 
( 1 8 5 5 - 1 9 3 5 ) , a  colourful , myster iou s an d somewha t controvers ia l 
Guangdong gamblin g operator , tax-farmer , mandarin-capitalist , secre t agen t 
and emissary . H o position s hi s narrativ e o f Li u Xuexu n i n th e broade r 
context o f historica l chang e ove r th e period , seekin g t o elici t greate r 
understanding o f Liu's relation s wit h othe r politica l force s ove r hi s lifetime . 

In Chapte r 6 , Terr y Narramor e explore s th e fragil e statu s o f th e 
professions durin g th e Republica n period . Takin g u p th e neglecte d issu e 
of journalism a s a  profession , Narramor e explore s th e plac e o f professiona l 
au tonomy wi th i n a  commerciall y base d press . Journalists , h e argues , 
underestimated th e restriction s impose d upo n the m b y commerc e an d 
politics. Th e expansio n o f th e commercia l pres s coincide d wit h th e ris e o f 
Chinese nationalis m an d th e crisi s o f Japanese militarism . Historica l event s 
conspired t o conver t th e earnes t wishe s o f journalist s fo r professiona l 
autonomy int o futil e dreams . 

Edmund S . K . Fun g scrutinize s th e well-know n thesi s o f Chines e 
philosopher L i Zehou , tha t 'anti-imperialis t nationalis m prevail s ove r 
enlightenment' (jiuwang-qimeng),  i n th e contex t o f nationalism an d pressur e 
for democrati c reform s i n wartim e China , fro m 193 7 t o 1945 . Fun g 
maintains tha t whil e thi s thesi s offer s insight s int o th e relationshi p betwee n 
anti-imperialist nationalis m an d democrac y i n pre-Communis t China , i t i s 
imprecise conceptuall y an d empiricall y oversimplified . Whil e th e thesi s i s 
useful fo r understandin g Chines e intellectua l an d politica l development s 
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during th e Smo-Japanes e war , it s dichotomou s implicatio n shoul d no t b e 
over-stretched, a s di d L i an d thos e wh o supporte d thi s thesis . T o rectif y it , 
Fung argue s fo r modificatio n o f such a  thesis b y takin g int o accoun t furthe r 
the attempt s o f th e libera l oppositio n t o reconcil e th e externa l imperative s 
of jiuwang wit h th e interna l prerequisite s o f qimeng. 

Part II I deal s wit h th e broa d issu e o f Chines e identity . I t begin s wit h 
my ow n accoun t o f identit y a s reflecte d i n th e narrative s o n th e non-Ha n 
rulers o f th e Fiv e Dynasties , wnt te n i n th e lat e tent h an d earl y elevent h 
centuries. Th e narrative s ar e draw n fro m th e tw o standar d historie s b y Xu e 
Juzheng an d Ouyan g Xiu . I n m y argument , Chines e identit y i n th e 
traditional sens e i s a self-perception tha t engage s constantl y i n th e interactiv e 
and hermeneuti c perceptio n o f other s ove r tim e unde r variou s form s o f 
negotiation. I t ha s been a  category ope n an d subjec t t o cultura l an d pohtica l 
change, an d thu s t o redefinition . 

In N g Chin-keong' s chapter , th e abstrac t issu e o f Chines e identit y i s 
addressed i n a  mor e specifi c historica l contex t wher e Christianit y an d it s 
interaction wit h Chines e cultur e ar e pu t t o th e test . Christia n missionarie s 
played a  significan t rol e i n th e proces s o f contac t betwee n Qin g Chin a an d 
the West . On e suc h encounte r tha t occurre d i n Fuzho u i n th e earl y 1850 s 
was marke d b y hostil e confrontatio n betwee n th e indigenou s an d th e 
exogenous. Western-languag e literatur e ha s lon g viewe d th e affai r a s a 
showcase o f Chinese anti-foreignis m an d anti-Chnstiamty . Chines e wnting s 
have bee n critica l o f th e capitulatioms t attitud e amon g th e loca l Q m g 
officials. N g argue s tha t bot h these s oversimplif y th e comple x situatio n i n 
which differen t contendin g forces , domesti c an d foreign , wer e a t work . H e 
investigates th e milie u i n whic h th e missionarie s live d an d worked , an d th e 
operation o f loca l diplomac y 

Chinese identit y als o involve s th e perceptio n o f Chines e b y others . 
Adrian Cha n look s a t thi s dimensio n an d provide s a  detaile d critiqu e o f 
Orientalism i n Sinology . H e analyse s a  number o f texts b y selecte d moder n 
translators, an d maintain s tha t thes e Sinologist s retai n th e evangelica l positio n 
of th e founder s o f Wester n Sinology , whil e imposin g a  Christia n deis t 
cosmogony o n th e reconstructio n o f China' s culture . I n particular , Cha n i s 
critical o f the Christia n Orientahs t distortio n o f Chineseness , whic h h e finds 
ethnocentric 

The issu e o f Chines e identit y ha s grow n mor e significan t wit h th e ris e 
of oversea s Chines e communitie s aroun d th e worl d Chines e identity , a s 
cultural identity , als o face s challenge s whe n i t confront s th e realitie s o f 
cultural context s i n whic h thes e communitie s liv e an d evolve . A s th e first 
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of four chapter s i n Par t IV , James Chi n provide s a  detailed stud y o f the so -
called 'Returne d Oversea s Chines e Community ' i n Hon g Kong , whic h 
makes u p ove r 5  percent o f the loca l population. Returne d Oversea s Chines e 
did no t for m a  cohesiv e communit y i n Hon g Kon g unti l th e earl y 1980s . 
Currently ther e ar e forty-si x Oversea s Chines e association s registere d wit h 
the Hon g Kon g government , an d Indonesia n Chines e (wh o mak e u p 9 0 
percent o f al l Returne d Chines e i n Hon g Kong ) hav e bee n preponderan t 
in mos t o f thes e associations . Th e returne d Oversea s Chines e communit y 
of Hon g Kon g i s a  very specia l Chines e community , whic h ha s develope d 
its ow n cultur e distinc t fro m tha t o f othe r Chines e ethni c group s i n Hon g 
Kong. I n contras t t o mos t othe r oversea s Chines e communities , familia r 
indicators suc h a s lineage , dialec t an d ancestra l homelan d n o longe r play ' a 
decisive rol e i n formatio n o f communit y identit y amon g th e Indonesia n 
associations i n Hon g Kong . N e w bond s suc h a s Southeas t Asia n (Nanyang) 
homeland ties , alumn i tie s an d Southeas t Asia n languag e tie s (e.g. , Bahas a 
Indonesian) hav e becom e ne w organizin g principle s fo r communi t y 
association. 

Jennifer Jay look s t o th e literatur e o f the Chines e Canadia n diaspor a t o 
explore issue s o f cultura l an d nationa l identit y amon g Nor t h America n 
Chinese communities . Ja y finds  tha t fo r author s i n thi s genre , writin g i s 
frequently a  dua l missio n t o reclai m th e histor y o f Chines e settlemen t i n 
Canada an d t o reconstruc t thei r Chines e Canadia n identit y an d culture . Sh e 
explores th e historica l an d multicultura l context s o f thi s process , an d 
questions th e exten t t o whic h issue s o f identit y an d cultur e i n Chines e 
Canadian literatur e ca n b e sai d t o represen t a  Confucia n valu e system . 

The final  tw o chapter s focu s mor e narrowl y o n persona l narrative s o f 
Chineseness. Antonia Finnan e situate s th e questio n o f self in Chines e identit y 
within th e paradoxica l constraint s o f gende r inequalit y an d cannibalism , i n 
contrast t o Confucia n famil y values . Selectin g a  tal e writte n i n th e Min g 
and se t durin g a n extende d sieg e o f Yangzhou i n th e dyin g decade s o f th e 
Tang, sh e suggest s tha t th e stor y ca n b e rea d fo r it s narrativ e for m an d fo r 
its social significance a s a product o f late Ming politica l an d cultura l anxieties . 
Finnane provide s a  readin g o f th e stor y fro m th e perspectiv e o f it s actua l 
setting, Yangzhou . Thi s locatio n no t onl y provide d th e autho r wit h certai n 
cultural clue s fo r th e developmen t o f he r narrative , bu t als o cam e wit h a 
living histor y tha t hum s awa y i n th e backgroun d a s the stor y unfolds . Sinc e 
another terribl e sieg e o f Yangzhou too k plac e i n 1645 , this story was destine d 
to hav e a  readershi p fo r w h o m th e tal e woul d presen t a n allegor y fo r th e 
fall o f th e Ming . 
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John Fitzgeral d attempt s t o dra w connection s betwee n Chines e nationa l 
identity a t home an d abroa d throug h a n accoun t o f a famous Chines e touris t 
who foun d hi s wa y t o Australi a i n 190 0 an d 1901 . Liang Qicha o wrot e a 
classic nationalis t trac t durin g a  s ix-mont h tou r o f Perth , Adelaide , 
Melbourne an d Sydney . By focusin g i n particular o n Lian g Qichao' s writin g 
on th e subjec t of'slavery ' durin g hi s sojourn i n Australia , Fitzgeral d situate s 
China's struggl e fo r nationa l liberatio n i n debate s abou t th e relativ e merit s 
of hierarch y an d equalit y amon g intellectual s o f th e lat e imperia l era . An d 
by situatin g Liang' s writings i n Australia , h e suggest s tha t Lian g was engagin g 
in a  dialogue no t onl y with hi s own literar y tradition s bu t wit h a  progressive 
variety o f Wester n liberalis m tha t wa s itsel f payin g increasin g attentio n t o 
issues o f equalit y i n nationalism . 

Notes 

1. Joh n Kin g Fairbank , ed. , The  Chinese  World Order: Traditional  China's  Foreign 
Relations, Cambridge, MA : Harvar d Universit y Press , 1968 . 

2. Benjami n Schwart z ha s give n a  succinc t accoun t o f th e complexit y o f thi s 
Chinese perception in history and its modern implications. See his 'The Chines e 
Perception o f World Order , Pas t an d Present' , i n The  Chinese  World Order, 
edited b y John Kin g Fairbank , pp . 276—288. 

3. Schwartz , p . 281. 
4. See , fo r instance , John Kin g Fairban k an d Merl e Goldman , China:  A New 

History, Cambridge, MA : Th e Belkna p Press , 1998 , pp. 431-46 . 
5. Fo r instance, see Immanuel Hsu, The  Rise of Modem China, New York: Oxfor d 

University Press , 2000. 
6. Fo r the problem of cross-cultural comprehension of the word 'identity ' betwee n 

the English and Chinese languages, see Wang Gungwu , 'Question s o f Identity 
during th e Ch'in g Dynasty' . Pape r presente d a t th e Thir d Internationa l 
Conference o n Sinology , hel d a t Academia Sinica , Taipei , 2 9 June t o 1  July 
2000. 

7. Th e mos t salien t an d well-know n aspec t o f thi s i s o f cours e th e issu e o f th e 
Overseas Chinese , but on e may also include othe r provocative discourse s such 
as th e on e o n Cultura l China . Se e T u Wei-ming , 'Cultura l China : Th e 
Periphery a s the Center' , i n The  Living  Tree:  The Changing  Meaning  of Being 
Chinese Today,  edited by Tu Wei-ming, pp. 1-34 , Stanford : Stanfor d Universit y 
Press, 1994 . 
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Prologue 

Wang Gongwta : 
The Historia n i n Hi s Time s 

Philip A. Kuhn 

C an i t b e coincidenc e tha t th e historia n o f the Oversea s Chinese 1 

who ha s achieved th e mos t comprehensiv e vie w o f his subject, i s 
also the on e mos t firmly  grounde d i n th e histor y o f China itself ? 

Professor Wan g Gungwu : sojournin g Chinese , Malaysian , Australian , an d 
Sinologue, i s a living example o f how, i n an ideal world, a  historian o f the 
Overseas Chines e shoul d b e trained . I f such trainin g coul d b e duplicated , 
it woul d includ e earl y educatio n i n classica l Chinese , fluency  i n severa l 
Chinese dialects , professional trainin g in Sinology, an d personal experienc e 
of livin g i n man y cultures . Fe w suc h candidate s ca n b e spotte d o n th e 
scholarly horizon . I n wha t follows , I  should like t o explor e ho w Gungw u 
has brough t togethe r th e specialitie s o f Chines e histor y an d th e Oversea s 
Chinese, for the combination i s not commo n i n contemporary scholarship . 

Mapping th e Terrai n 

By his own account , Gungwu' s earl y education in Malaya was a nourishing 
mix o f classica l Chines e (taugh t hi m b y hi s father , a n educato r traine d i n 
China), English-medium schooling , and immersion in the diverse languages 
and cultures of his Malayan surroundings in Ipoh. As the son of'sojourning ' 
Chinese intellectuals, study in China was naturally attractive to him, and he 
entered National Central University at Nanjing in 1947. The fast approaching 
civil war closed the university, however, and he returned the following year 
to enrol l a t the University o f Malaya (the n located in Singapore). 2 
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C. N . Parkinson , wh o assume d th e professorshi p o f histor y ther e i n 
1950, tu rne d th e cur r icu lu m awa y fro m Europ e an d toward s Asia , 
particularly Malaysia , a s wa s appropriat e i n th e run-u p t o independence . 
Although th e referenc e poin t wa s stil l th e Britis h colonia l period , student s 
began t o reac h beyon d th e colonia l focu s an d searc h fo r ne w way s t o 
interpret th e histor y o f their ow n regio n an d o f their nation-in-the-making . 
In thi s pursuit , Gungwu' s M A thesi s investigated th e earl y history o f China' s 
relationship wit h th e people s o f Southeas t Asia. 3 Hi s Ph D training , a t 
London's Schoo l o f Orienta l an d Africa n Studies, 4 however , ha d nothin g 
to d o wit h th e maritim e frontier : Instea d h e tackle d th e tumultuou s histor y 
of th e 'Fiv e Dynasties' , a  period o f civi l war , whe n th e chao s amon g riva l 
power-claimants maske d a  slow institutiona l growt h tha t mad e possibl e th e 
later reintegratio n o f th e empir e ( a no t wholl y unsuitabl e parallel , ceteris 
paribus, t o China' s recen t history) . Wit h tha t dissertatio n h e demonstrate d 
mastery o f th e dynasti c histories , thei r man y exegese s an d th e hig h literat i 
culture tha t produce d them ; an d establishe d himsel f firmly  i n historica l 
Sinology's grea t tradition . 

U p o n hi s retur n t o Malay a i n 195 7 t o teac h a t th e University , h e 
confronted th e question , no w mor e compellin g tha n ever , o f how Chines e 
history coul d b e relate d t o th e educationa l need s o f the newl y independen t 
state i n whic h h e no w lived . Gungw u recalle d ho w deepl y h e an d hi s 
colleagues ha d bee n 'involve d i n th e proces s o f educatin g ou r student s fo r 
nationhood'. H e recognize d tha t historian s i n th e ne w nation , includin g 
British-trained scholar s lik e himself , neede d t o transcen d colonia l model s 
of scholarship b y dealin g with 'fundamenta l problem s o f Malaysia's location' 5 

and it s involvement i n th e large r Malay worl d an d Southeas t Asi a as a whole . 
'Few o f u s kne w ho w lon g i t woul d tak e fo r thi s ne w multiracia l an d 
multicultural countr y t o establis h ful l nationa l identity'. 6 

Actually, Gungwu' s ow n contributio n t o thi s historica l reorientatio n 
had bee n emergin g sinc e th e earl y 1950 s i n respons e t o th e changin g 
Malayan scen e o n th e ev e o f independence . Hi s retur n t o Malay a fro m 
China i n 1948 , an d th e event s leadin g u p t o Malaysia n independence , 
had naturall y le d hi m t o th e histor y o f China' s relationshi p wit h Southeas t 
Asia. Thi s i n tur n le d hi m t o enquir e int o th e contribution s tha t oversea s 
Chinese communitie s ha d made , an d wer e t o make , t o th e developmen t 
of th e region . Thei r plac e i n th e Malaya n scen e wa s complicate d b y th e 
rejection o f th e Britis h proposa l t o creat e a n ethnicall y neutra l framewor k 
for Malaysia n independenc e an d b y th e Mala y nationalis t backlas h tha t 
resulted.7 
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Events i n Malay a no w impose d thei r ow n logi c upo n scholarship . Th e 
prospects fo r th e larg e Chines e communit y i n a n independen t Malaysia , it s 
chances o f sharin g citizenshi p wit h th e increasingl y assertiv e Malays , an d 
its range o f attitudes towar d th e Chin a homeland : thes e urgen t topic s coul d 
be addresse d onl y b y carefu l study , fre e o f can t an d stereotype . Fo r suc h a 
task, a  professional historia n nurture d i n bot h Malaya n societ y an d Chines e 
culture wa s i n a  strategi c position . 

Where di d Chines e histor y fit  int o thi s task ? Gungwu' s The  Nanhai 
Trade, whic h h e ha d complete d whil e stil l a n M A student , wa s publishe d 
shortly afte r hi s retur n t o Malay a fro m London . Thi s story , fro m Qin—Ha n 
times dow n t o th e beginnin g o f th e Song , h e reconstructe d fro m th e 
fragmentary record s i n dynasti c histories , encyclopedia s an d trave l accounts . 
It demonstrate d ho w China' s impac t upo n Southeas t Asia n peoples ha d bee n 
unofficial an d commercial , an d largel y unconnecte d t o Chines e stat e power . 
China's knowledg e o f Southeast Asia , an d it s early trading relationships there , 
were periphera l effect s o f th e gradua l expansio n o f ethni c Ha n political , 
mil i tary an d economi c p o w e r southward s t o th e Ch in a coast , th e 
establishment o f an administrativ e centr e nea r Hanoi , an d th e gradua l buildu p 
of deman d fo r Sout h Se a luxurie s b y China' s royalt y an d aristocracy . 

Gungwu conclude d that , althoug h th e resultin g trad e whette d th e 
appetite o f th e Chines e elit e fo r exoti c goods , i t constitute d a  rathe r sligh t 
attachment t o th e worl d outside . Thi s wa s du e t o th e passivit y o f Chines e 
merchants i n tha t earl y age . Unti l Son g times , 'th e initiativ e th e Chines e 
merchant seeme d t o hav e ha d o n land , h e di d no t the n hav e a t sea.' 8 No t 
until th e acculturatio n o f th e Yu e civilizatio n b y th e southwards-movin g 
Han di d th e maritim e aptitud e o f the coasta l peoples become par t o f Chines e 
economic life . Chines e impac t o n Southeas t Asia n people s befor e th e 
eleventh centur y wa s minimal ; compare d wit h th e impac t o f military -
bureaucratic contro l an d agraria n settlemen t o n China' s continenta l frontiers, 
the rol e of 'mer e tradin g ...wa s completel y insignificant'. 9 The  Nanhai  Trade, 
then, recount s ho w a  bureaucratic-agraria n civilizatio n grope d tentativel y 
towards th e maritim e world , bu t show s tha t th e Chines e stat e wa s neve r 
an expansionis t maritim e force . Expansio n o f Chines e influence , whe n i t 
came, wa s th e wor k o f private merchants , an d thi s awaite d th e greate r ag e 
of maritim e trad e fro m Son g time s onward . 

The stor y o f tha t age , a s it emerge d fro m Gungwu' s historica l researc h 
over th e nex t thirt y years , reveale d dua l perspectives . Ther e wer e th e 
successive imperia l court s an d thei r bureaucrati c staffs , whic h viewe d foreig n 
trade largel y fro m th e standpoin t o f dynasti c securit y an d prestige , an d trie d 
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to contro l i t b y encasin g i t i n a  syste m o f 'tributary ' relations . An d ther e 
were th e mercantile interests , generall y connecte d wit h souther n Chin a an d 
its coasta l ports , fo r w h o m foreig n trad e wa s profitable an d (i n the cas e o f 
the land-poo r provinc e o f Fujian ) increasingl y necessar y fo r survival . Th e 
interplay betwee n thes e perspective s define d th e texture o f China's relation s 
with Southeas t Asi a ove r th e cours e o f a millennium. Th e Yuan an d Min g 
empires for m a  striking contrast , wit h th e Mongols' relativel y ope n attitud e 
toward oversea s trad e an d foreig n traders , an d th e Min g regime' s heavy -
handed governmen t contro l i n th e opposit e direction . 

It wa s a  simplisti c notio n tha t Chin a ha d bee n wholl y i n thral l t o 
'Confucian' hostilit y toward s trad e an d to imperia l attitude s o f arrogant self -
sufficiency towar d foreig n peoples . Firstly , eve n th e imperia l perspectiv e 
had it s commercia l side : th e 'tributar y system ' was , to b e sure , designe d t o 
enhance th e prestige o f the thron e (a s much a t home a s abroad). Yet tribut e 
missions wer e als o tradin g ventures , channellin g foreig n luxur y good s an d 
private profit s t o th e cour t an d its staff. Secondly , th e imperia l Confucians , 
both a t cour t an d i n th e provinces , learne d ho w profitabl e foreig n trad e 
was t o th e real m an d t o themselves . No t unti l th e lat e sixteent h century , 
however, coul d th e private commercia l perspectiv e begi n t o move decisivel y 
out fro m unde r imperia l control . China' s commercializatio n ha d propelle d 
this development , bu t ambiguitie s withi n Confucianis m an d th e imperia l 
institution itsel f had permitte d it . Thus bega n th e great ag e of the Hokkie n 
sea-traders, thos e 'merchant s withou t empires ' wh o becam e th e principa l 
Chinese presenc e i n th e Nanyang. 10 

'Without empires ' describe d th e genera l shap e o f Chines e impac t o n 
the people s o f Southeas t Asi a afte r th e abandonmen t o f the grea t imperia l 
maritime voyage s in 143 5 and the failure t o subdue Vietnam . Afte r th e Min g 
court wheele d abou t t o confron t th e Mongol s o n it s inner-Asia n border , 
China neve r agai n launche d militar y forc e seaward . Th e 'tributary ' syste m 
was ritualisti c an d defensive i n nature , an d the Chinese impac t o n Southeas t 
Asia was accordingly entirel y commercial . Chines e merchant s wer e no t onl y 
without empire s but also withou t politica l power o f any kind : the y operate d 
under th e patronage o f local rulers , particularly th e European empire-builder s 
and th e monarchie s o f mainlan d nation s suc h a s Siam . Excep t fo r th e 
'tributary system' , whic h wa s largel y defensiv e an d ritualistic , an d i n an y 
event a n increasingl y empt y form , 'China ' a s a n imperia l 'power ' i n 
Southeast Asi a ha d littl e historica l reality . H o w wer e thes e insight s t o b e 
related t o Malaysian nation-buildm g an d to the difficulties o f Southeast Asia n 
Chinese a s they adapte d t o th e fal l o f colonialism ? 



Wang Gungwu: The Historian in  His Times  1 5 

China , Chines e Migrant s an d th e R e g i o n 

Dispassionate scholarshi p an d passionat e engagemen t ofte n see m a n ill -
matched pair , s o mos t professiona l scholar s tr y t o kee p th e tw o i n separat e 
halves o f thei r minds . Th e danger s o f allowing politica l commitmen t t o til t 
the playin g field  i n historica l researc h ar e obvious . Ye t ho w rigidl y ca n th e 
separation b e maintaine d i n rea l life? When injustice s an d eve n disaster s gro w 
from myths , an d whe n thes e ca n b e correcte d b y studyin g th e evidence , 
we ar e justly summone d t o battle . I n Gungwu' s case , th e dangerou s myth s 
to b e correcte d involve d th e social-politica l identitie s o f the Chines e oversea s 
and th e natur e o f China' s relation s wit h he r maritim e neighbours . 

As a  public-spirited intellectua l i n Malaysi a a t the tim e o f independence , 
Gungwu becam e involve d i n definin g th e ne w Malaysia n stat e i n relatio n 
to it s ethni c components . Ethni c Chines e migh t prov e t o b e par t o f th e 
new state , eithe r a s one communa l grou p negotiatin g wit h others , throug h 
their upper-clas s leaders , abou t th e divisio n o f rights an d responsibilitie s (th e 
'Alliance' model) ; o r a s citizen s o f a  trul y non-communa l polit y i n whic h 
universal citizenshi p an d politica l participatio n cu t acros s ethni c boundaries . 
H o w suite d wer e th e Chines e o f Malay a fo r on e o r anothe r o f thes e 
alternatives, an d ho w muc h choic e woul d the y reall y hav e betwee n them? 11 

During th e stirrin g event s surroundin g Malaysia' s emergenc e a s a n 
independent nation , Gungw u foun d himsel f strategicall y placed : a  Chines e 
whose educatio n ha d bee n uniquel y balance d betwee n Chines e an d Englis h 
'streams', a n historia n wit h Sinologica l trainin g an d a  local residen t wit h a n 
upbringing tha t enable d hi m t o sympathiz e wit h man y languag e an d ethni c 
g roups an d t o m o v e comfor tab l y a m o n g t h e m . H e cou l d w r i t e 
authoritatively o n Chines e history , o n th e long-ter m historica l relatio n 
between Chin a an d Southeas t Asia n societies , an d o n th e historica l evolutio n 
of Chines e minorities . I n th e Malaysi a o f th e 1960s , al l thes e topic s wer e 
bedevilled b y long-ter m an d deepl y ingraine d misunderstandings . I f Malaysia 
was t o becom e a  viabl e nation , thes e ha d t o b e clarifie d o n th e basi s o f 
historical research . 

Since th e en d o f the Secon d Worl d War , a  powerful tid e o f nationalis m 
among Malay s ha d pose d toug h choice s fo r Malaya n Chinese , man y o f 
w h o m understandabl y believe d tha t thei r futur e wa s a t risk : Wha t wa s t o 
become o f thei r languag e an d custom s if , fo r example , the y wer e no t t o b e 
permitted t o educat e thei r childre n i n Chinese-mediu m schools ? Malays , 
for thei r part , resente d th e economicall y dominan t positio n o f th e Chines e 
and clun g eve r mor e tenaciousl y t o th e politicall y privilege d positio n 
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b e q u e a t h e d t o t h e m b y th e depar t in g Bri t ish . A m i d suc h intens e 
communalism, wha t hop e wa s ther e fo r buildin g a  pluralisti c societ y i n 
which nationa l loyalty coul d coexis t with cultura l variety? Gungw u an d like -
minded compatriot s wer e no t prepare d t o giv e wa y t o th e communalis m 
of eithe r Malay s o r non-Malays , bu t envisione d instea d a  specia l for m o f 
Malaysian nation . Gungwu' s lif e experienc e dre w hi m t o th e pluralisti c 
model: th e libera l principle s 'o f freedom, o f democrati c representation , an d 
of equalit y befor e th e law' , som e o f th e 'fines t ideal s o f moder n history' , 
were wha t th e worl d expecte d Malaysi a t o uphold , h e wrot e i n 1964. 12 I n 
the Southeas t Asi a o f the 1960s , wha t natio n coul d b e bette r suite d fo r thi s 
mission? Certainl y thes e bequest s o f British liberalis m wer e no t likel y t o b e 
championed anywher e els e i n th e region . 

Many sympathize d wit h thes e ideals : men wh o coul d no t abid e th e ever -
narrower politica l corner s int o whic h th e communa l partie s wer e paintin g 
themselves. A s alternatives , severa l ne w partie s wer e forme d i n th e run-u p 
to th e 196 9 elections . Amon g these , th e Malaysia n People' s Movemen t 
('Gerakan') wa s th e mos t resolut e i n appealin g t o al l ethni c group s o n th e 
basis o f non-communahsm , moderat e socialis m an d democracy . Gungwu , 
by no w Professo r o f Histor y a t th e Universit y o f Malaya , wa s a  foundin g 
sponsor o f thi s party. 13 Gerakan , alon e amon g th e ne w parties , accepte d 
the specia l positio n o f th e Malay s tha t wa s writ te n int o th e nationa l 
constitution, ye t champione d educatio n an d languag e policie s tha t woul d 
permit non-Mala y group s t o educat e thei r childre n i n thei r ow n languages . 
The visio n wa s tha t nationa l consciousnes s woul d emerg e fro m slow , organi c 
growth. I t woul d gro w ou t o f 'existin g communities' , withou t 'artificia l 
experiments' designe d t o impos e cultura l conformity . 'Commo n experienc e 
and th e sens e o f a  commo n destiny' , rathe r tha n th e cultura l hegemon y o f 
any ethni c group , wer e t o b e 'th e decisiv e essential s o f nationhood'. 14 

Could suc h a n organic , evolutionar y growt h o f national consciousness , 
based o n share d citizenshi p ye t maintainin g th e integrit y o f separatel y 
inherited cultures , actuall y work unde r th e condition s the n prevailing ? Give n 
the intransigenc e o f th e Chinese-educate d an d th e nationalisti c fervou r o f 
the Malays , seekin g mass suppor t fo r suc h a  moderate, libera l position eithe r 
in th e Mala y o r non-Mala y communitie s wa s daunting . 

The alternatives , however , seeme d unacceptable . Wa s th e identit y o f 
Overseas Chines e t o b e expresse d onl y throug h communa l politic s an d a 
dogged defens e o f Chinese-language education ? I f such was to b e thei r futur e 
in Malaysia , wha t o f the res t o f Southeast Asia ? Were the y t o remai n a  purely 
commercial minority , a s under colonialism , 'economi c men ' whos e busines s 
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skills le d thei r non-Chines e countryme n t o tolerat e the m bu t neve r t o 
include the m a s full participant s i n nationa l life ? Gerakan' s refusa l t o accep t 
this outcome , t o identif y wit h eithe r th e increasingl y narrow , striden t cultur e 
of th e Chinese-educated , o r wit h th e enviou s hegemonis m o f th e Malays , 
left th e part y littl e roo m i n mas s politics. 15 

Attracted t o a  setting where h e coul d stud y an d teac h abou t Chin a mor e 
freely (Malaysi a wa s the n i n th e throe s o f th e 'Emergency ' —  th e arme d 
insurrection le d by th e Malaya n [actuall y ethnic-Chinese ] Communis t Party) , 
Gungwu move d t o th e Australia n Nationa l Universit y i n 196 8 a s Professo r 
of Fa r Easter n History . Ye t hi s thinkin g coul d no t hav e bee n unaffecte d b y 
the broade r Southeas t Asia n scene . H o w wa s th e libera l idealis m o f hi s 
Malaysian year s t o b e carrie d forwar d int o hi s late r work ? Hi s centra l 
concerns wer e consistent : H o w China' s histor y affecte d th e developmen t 
of it s relation s wit h surroundin g peoples ; an d ho w Chines e oversea s ha d 
been affecte d b y event s i n China , b y colonialism , an d b y post-colonia l 
conditions. Stil l a t th e for e wa s th e questio n o f how Chines e oversea s wer e 
to reconcil e thei r Chines e identitie s wit h thei r participatio n i n th e nationa l 
life o f thei r adopte d countries . 

His historica l studie s o f th e pre-Son g Nanyan g trad e an d o f th e late r 
emergence o f th e Hokkie n 'merchant s withou t empire ' ha d reveale d tha t 
the perio d i n whic h th e Chines e stat e too k a n active , eve n a n intrusiv e 
interest i n compatriot s oversea s wa s reall y a n historica l anomaly . Beginnin g 
with th e lat e nineteenth-centur y appointmen t o f consuls t o foreig n capitals , 
with a  specifi c remi t t o loo k afte r th e interest s o f Chines e livin g abroad , 
the las t imperia l dynast y abandone d th e ol d vie w tha t the y wer e mostl y 
traitors wit h lo w taste s an d unreliabl e characters . Th e Qin g governmen t 
now sough t thei r mone y an d thei r loyalty , a s did th e government' s reformis t 
and revolutionar y rivals . At thi s tim e wa s coine d th e ter m huaqiao,  meanin g 
'Chinese sojournin g outsid e China' , a s a  rhetorica l bon d betwee n Chin a 
and it s (purportedly ) loya l subject s abroad. 16 Man y Chines e communitie s 
around th e worl d responde d enthusiasticall y t o al l thi s attention , an d thei r 
resulting feelin g fo r China-as-natio n provoke d som e apprehensio n amon g 
colonial government s i n Southeas t Asia . A s China' s revolutio n game d 
momentum, awarenes s o f China a s a modem natio n wa s sprea d throughou t 
the Nanyan g b y teacher s sen t fro m th e homeland , wh o stirre d commitmen t 
and enthusias m amon g man y Chines e overseas . Here wa s a  Chinese presenc e 
that seeme d t o government s i n th e regio n t o b e a  potentia l threa t t o thei r 
security. Thi s apprehensio n too k differen t form s a s th e twentiet h centur y 
progressed. As European power s withdre w from  Asi a after th e Secon d Worl d 
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War, thos e wh o fel t i t mos t keenl y wer e th e insecur e 'ne w nations ' wit h 
Chinese minorities . W h e n th e 'communist s too k comman d i n Beijing , 
apprehension grew. 17 Suc h fear s pu t Chines e communitie s a t th e merc y o f 
resentful, suspiciou s forme r colonia l peoples . Gungwu' s scholarl y respons e 
to suc h fear s was , firstly,  t o disaggregat e th e Oversea s Chinese ; and , secondly , 
to demonstrat e th e historicall y non-expansionis t characte r o f th e Chines e 
state. 

Rather tha n bein g 'essentially ' focuse d o n thei r lan d o f origin , Oversea s 
Chinese reflecte d th e varie d condition s o f the land s the y wer e actuall y livin g 
in. I n a n influentia l China  Quarterly  articl e o f 1970 , 'Chines e Politic s i n 
Malaya',18 Gungw u pointe d ou t tha t Wes t Malaysia' s Chines e communitie s 
were b y n o mean s unite d i n thei r attitude s toward s th e homelan d an d 
towards thei r ow n Chineseness . Thre e group s coul d b e distinguished . 'Grou p 
A' wer e consistentl y oriente d towar d Chin a an d it s politics ; 'Grou p B' , th e 
'hard-headed an d realisti c majority' , focuse d o n loca l concern s suc h a s 
commerce an d communi t y organization s an d wer e incline d t o appea r 
apolitical; 'Grou p C  wer e a  smal l contingen t whos e tie s t o Britis h cultur e 
(generally throug h lon g residenc e —  th e 'Strait s Chinese ' o r Baba s —  o r 
through Britis h education ) tende d t o identif y rathe r painfull y wit h th e 
emerging nationalis m o f th e ne w Malaysia n state . Thi s las t grou p face d 
enormous challenge s i n dealin g wit h thei r ow n identitie s i n relatio n t o bot h 
Malay an d Chines e cultures. 19 

T w o year s later , Gungw u generalize d thi s analysi s temporall y t o th e 
entire perio d sinc e th e earl y nineteent h century , an d spatiall y t o al l o f 
Southeast Asia. 20 Grou p B  were , alway s an d everywhere , th e numericall y 
and economicall y dominan t group , i n a  sens e th e long-ter m ballas t fo r th e 
Chinese community . Grou p C  wer e usefu l t o bot h th e othe r group s a s 
intermediaries wit h th e colonia l power-holders , an d wer e th e grou p mos t 
committed t o fittin g in , politicall y an d culturally , withi n thei r adopte d 
homelands. A s th e grou p tha t ha d arouse d th e deepes t suspicio n amon g 
Southeast Asia n peoples , Grou p A  ha d face d painfu l choices : t o dampe n 
their Chin a fervo r an d essentiall y joi n Grou p B ; t o retai n i t covertl y an d 
await thei r time ; o r t o retur n t o Chin a itself . Practically nobod y no w believe s 
that Chin a wil l interven e i n Southeas t Asia n politics , s o Grou p A  hav e los t 
one reaso n fo r existence . 

Even Grou p B' s situation , however , raise s doubt s tha t th e Chines e will , 
by an d large , simpl y 'mel t into ' th e loca l scene . Grou p B  ma y b e conten t 
to g o abou t thei r economi c busines s an d 'fi t in ' t o th e exten t thei r 
neighbours wil l le t them . But , Gungw u wrote : Althoug h the y appea r t o 



Wang Gungwu:  The Historian in  His Times  1 9 

be resigne d t o bein g mor e o r less cut of f from th e mainstrea m o f Chines e 
history, the y stil l wis h t o sta y Chines e i n thei r cultur e an d languag e an d 
preserve no t merel y thei r lives , thei r familie s an d thei r propertie s but , t o 
some extent , als o thei r identit y a s an economi c community. 21 

The point to be emphasized was that 'Chinese nationalism', afte r all , had 
never seize d Chines e oversea s with a  uniform grip . There wa s a  differenc e 
between one' s feelings for Chin a a s a culture, and feelings for any particular 
regime that might currentl y contro l the Chinese state . If (as was sometimes 
the case) regimes in power acted in ways that injured Chines e culture , they 
were hardly in a position to claim the affections o f Chinese abroad. Even th e 
ardent Ta n Ka h Ke e o f Singapore complaine d tha t Chines e nationalis m i n 
the Nanyan g wa s a  mil e wid e bu t a n inc h deep . Amon g locally-bor n 
Chinese, the prospective usefulness o f the China tie was ofiset by the risk of 
its makin g oversea s Chines e see m disloya l o r eve n subversiv e i n thei r 
countries o f residence. Generally , politica l activist s within Chin a tende d t o 
be disappointe d wit h th e divide d an d lukewar m response s o f Nanyan g 
Chinese t o appeal s in the name o f Chinese patriotism. Thoug h th e stirrin g 
events o f the 1920 s an d 1930 s heightene d oversea s Chines e identificatio n 
with China , strong countervailing forces in the colonial world made Chines e 
living ther e thin k twic e befor e throwin g themselve s int o th e nationalisti c 
commitment tha t China seemed to want from them. What is more, Gungw u 
pointed out , th e Chines e oversea s never develope d a  spontaneous Chines e 
nationalism among themselves; it required repeated prodding and persuasion 
from withi n Chin a itself , and even that was not always enough. 22 

The 'merchant s withou t empires ' o f th e seventeent h an d eighteent h 
centuries ha d been , i n effect , puttin g themselve s unde r th e patronag e o f 
empires rule d b y others . Thei r successor s —  thos e o f th e mas s migratio n 
that began in the mid-nineteenth centur y — were in the same boat: thoug h 
their tie s t o Chin a wer e firmer  an d thei r sens e o f Chinese politic s keener , 
most had t o make thei r futures wher e the y found themselves . I f they wer e 
to play a part in the politics of their adopted countries , China coul d no t b e 
a major factor in their political lives. For practical people struggling to survive 
and prospe r fa r fro m China , th e concret e realitie s o f their ne w home s lef t 
only a  modest space for involvement i n affairs o f the old country, howeve r 
sympathetic the y ma y hav e felt . Fo r mos t o f them , 'China' s politic s wa s 
obviously importan t an d had to be watched, bu t thes e men were normall y 
grateful tha t the y coul d watc h i t from  afar.' 23 T o thi s fac t mus t b e adde d 
the assuranc e tha t Chines e i n Southeas t Asi a ar e no t a  unifie d forc e an d 
could neve r become one : the salien t fac t abou t Southeas t Asia n Chines e i s 
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'their variety , thei r lack of unity, an d their tendency t o ac t as fairly discret e 
groups dependin g o n th e circumstance s an d occasions' . Dispassionat e 
historical scholarshi p o n th e origin s an d socia l structur e o f th e oversea s 
Chinese wa s th e bes t disproo f o f ethni c Chines e collusio n i n China' s 
interest.24 

The Meaning s o f Chines e Identit y 

'Chinese' identities outside China have been a  troublesome subject , becaus e 
there has been no general agreement on the acceptable content o f a 'Chinese' 
identity. O r i s th e conten t s o variou s o r mutabl e tha t 'Chinese ' i s no t a 
useful ter m i n thi s context ? Gungwu' s approac h t o thi s question , a s it ha s 
evolved sinc e th e 1960s , ha s bee n consistentl y loca l an d contextual . I n a 
symposium he edited along with his Australian colleague, Jennifer Cushman , 
in 1988 , h e propose d tha t 'Chinese ' identitie s varie d withi n a  four-axi s 
normative scheme , according to the particular local circumstances in whic h 
Chinese foun d themselves . Move d i n varyin g degree s b y th e demand s o f 
physical (i.e. , racial), political, economi c an d cultura l norms, Chinese wer e 
pulled o r pushed amon g multipl e identities . Generall y n o on e nor m coul d 
impose it s identit y upo n anybod y i n pur e form , s o tha t ever y shad e o f 
variation wa s possible . Th e essentia l point s o f this schem e are , firstly,  tha t 
identity i s largel y situational , adaptive , an d responsiv e t o th e man y loca l 
scenes in which Chines e live; and secondly, tha t it is non-teleological: ther e 
is no assumption tha t Chinese must evolve in one direction o r another wit h 
some irresistibl e historica l tide . Thi s distinguishe s Gungwu' s outloo k fro m 
both th e 'assimilation ' theor y develope d i n a n American context , an d th e 
'middleman minority ' theor y i n whic h a n immigran t grou p i s trappe d i n 
an ethni c econom y b y th e interpla y o f host-communit y hostilit y an d it s 
own sense of ethnic solidarity. Assimilation in the course of industrialization 
would lea d t o a  dilution an d ultimat e disappearanc e o f immigrant culture ; 
while th e 'middleman ' rol e woul d tra p th e immigran t indefinitel y o n th e 
margins o f society, bot h culturall y an d economically. 25 

Variability an d non-determinis m wer e a t th e cor e o f Gungwu' s vie w 
in 1988 , and hi s writings o n identit y continue d t o stres s these tw o factors . 
Chinese abroa d coul d 'b e Chinese ' fo r severa l reasons : because o f colonia l 
policies encouragin g (o r eve n requiring ) the m t o d o so ; becaus e o f 
convenience fo r doin g business ; o r because o f parents' desir e t o pas s on t o 
their childre n th e attitude s an d personalit y trait s the y associat e wit h 
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Chineseness. Befor e th e Secon d Worl d War , man y oversea s Chines e wer e 
led t o re-establis h o r preserv e thei r Chinesenes s i n respons e t o th e teacher s 
and politica l operative s wh o cam e ou t o f Chin a t o mobiliz e the m fo r thei r 
own purposes . However , a s emigratio n t o Southeas t Asi a groun d t o a  hal t 
in th e secon d hal f o f the las t century , million s wer e force d t o rethin k thei r 
situation an d as k ho w 'Chineseness ' actuall y contribute d t o solvin g thei r 
real-fife situations . B y th e las t thir d o f tha t century , th e situatio n ha d bee n 
transformed stil l further , a s th e bul k o f ne w emigratio n flowe d toward s 
Nor th America . 

That transformation , a s Gungwu describe s it , brough t abou t importan t 
shifts o f attitude . I n th e proces s o f trading , working , livin g an d studyin g 
among non-Chinese , th e Chines e identit y ha s begu n t o los e it s har d 
boundary. I t remain s usefu l fo r doin g business , bu t intensiv e contac t wit h 
non-Chinese i s makin g i t mor e situationa l an d mor e personal . Th e searc h 
is o n fo r way s t o retai n Chinesenes s a s a  comfortabl e persona l an d famil y 
culture, rathe r tha n a s a  hide-boun d grou p culture . I n thi s respect , th e 
tolerant multiculturalis m tha t ha s oversprea d Nort h America , Australasi a an d 
parts o f Europ e sinc e th e 1970 s begin s t o loo k lik e a  settin g i n whic h 
immigrants ca n maintai n cultura l live s o f thei r ow n choosing . I n suc h 
societies, t o b e full y participatin g member s o f th e polit y an d econom y o f 
one's adopte d homelan d doe s no t requir e tha t on e giv e u p th e comfortabl e 
aspects o f Chines e cultur e i n persona l an d famil y life . I n short , th e 
'multicultural' Wes t seem s no t badl y suite d t o th e libera l idealis m s o deepl y 
rooted i n Gungwu' s ow n long-cherishe d hope s fo r Chines e migrants . 

Here Gungw u introduce s th e them e o f 'autonomy' : th e freedo m t o 
be a s Chinese a s one wants , withou t feelin g coerce d eithe r b y zealot s t o b e 
more so , o r b y bigot s t o b e les s so . Autonom y involve s migrants ' freedo m 
from pressur e b y Chin a t o b e politicall y loya l an d financially  responsiv e t o 
China's needs ; a s well a s freedom t o remai n 'Chinese ' i n som e way , t o som e 
degree an d fo r som e period , accordin g t o individua l choice . Th e easy-goin g 
cultural atmosphere , alon g wit h lega l protectio n o f individua l rights  an d 
property, lead s immigrant s t o expec t tha t the y an d thei r descendant s wil l 
be permitte d 't o b e Chines e i n thei r ow n way s a s long a s possible'. 26 Thi s 
in tur n become s a n unexpecte d reaso n fo r choosin g th e libera l democracie s 
of Nor th Americ a an d Australasi a a s favored venue s fo r migration : no t tha t 
these societie s have suc h admirabl e culture s per se, but tha t thei r ver y cultura l 
indeterminacy wil l exer t leas t compulsio n o n immigrant s t o forsak e thei r 
own cultura l identities . Tha t 'autonomy ' shoul d have become mos t attainabl e 
in th e (former ) land s o f exclusio n i s a  welcom e historica l redemption . 
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The contras t her e i s striking : betwee n th e newl y toleran t way s o f th e 
Anglo-American Wes t an d th e behaviou r o f th e post-colonia l people s o f 
Southeast Asia , wher e Chines e minoritie s serv e a s a  l ightning-ro d fo r 
centuries-old resentment s an d a s scapegoats fo r th e frustration s o f persisten t 
poverty. Ironically , th e societie s wher e Chines e wer e treate d wors t befor e 
the mid-twentiet h centur y ar e no w beginnin g t o loo k rathe r appealin g b y 
comparison. No t havin g bee n traumatize d b y colonialis m i n th e recen t past , 
the N e w World , i n a n unlooke d fo r way , i s agai n comin g t o th e rescu e o f 
the old . 

But ho w doe s th e content  o f Chines e identit y var y accordin g t o time , 
place an d circumstance ? I n th e lat e twentiet h century , th e trend s see m t o 
have gon e i n tw o directions : Firstly , th e flo w o f highl y educate d migrant s 
to th e Wes t ha s resulte d i n a  kin d o f self-confiden t Chines e culturalis m 
among intellectua l emigre s wh o hav e 'take n o n th e missio n t o preserv e hig h 
standards o f Chineseness amon g Chines e everywhere'. 27 Som e o f these ne w 
migrants, however , hav e suc h hig h cultura l standard s tha t thei r messag e i s 
not easil y accessibl e t o Chines e bor n abroad . I f th e 'hig h standard s o f 
Chineseness' espouse d b y transnationa l Chines e intellectual s wil l no t wor k 
for th e mor e assimilated , doe s tha t mea n tha t 'Chineseness ' wil l pla y n o 
part i n thei r lives ? 

Here w e mus t compar e th e situatio n i n Chin a itself , where 'Chineseness ' 
is undergoin g momentou s change . Sinc e earl y i n th e las t century , th e ol d 
culture ha s been mercilessl y attacke d a s 'feudal' , oppressiv e an d incompatibl e 
with moder n life . Sinc e 1949 , whol e generation s hav e grow n u p wit h 
minimal knowledg e o f the classica l written language , o r eve n o f the 'comple x 
forms' o f Chinese ideographs . Kinshi p ha s been reshape d b y socia l revolutio n 
and b y industrialism , an d religiou s belie f an d practic e hav e bee n scorne d a s 
'reactionary' an d 'superstitious' . Unde r thes e circumstances , wha t doe s 
'Chineseness' reall y mean ? I t ma y be , write s Gungwu , tha t th e effort s o f 
intellectuals t o preserv e China' s 'Grea t Tradition ' wil l no t see m particularl y 
helpful o r relevan t t o ordinar y Chines e withi n China . 'Bu t fo r man y Chines e 
today, i t wil l b e enoug h i f certai n cor e value s remai n strong' , value s tha t 
'could bin d th e Chines e peopl e togethe r .. . [and ] play a  key par t i n fosterin g 
a culturall y unite d country' . Thes e 'cor e values ' h e define s as : respec t fo r 
education an d meritocracy ; har d wor k an d thrift ; an d 'loyalt y t o famil y 
networks'.28 Thes e value s ar e strikin g i n severa l respects : the y ar e devoi d 
of politica l content ; the y rel y o n n o particula r textua l authority ; an d ar e 
free o f class content an d literat i exclusiveness . The y ar e attainable b y anyone , 
in an y wal k o f life . The y ar e also , a s i t happens , famousl y qualitie s o f th e 
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Chinese overseas , a s value s t o whic h anyon e o f Chines e descen t ca n 
comfortably remai n attached , whethe r o r no t h e know s th e Chines e 
language, an d eve n whil e participatin g i n th e societ y an d politic s o f hi s o r 
her adopte d society . Th e questio n o f whether thes e value s ar e preeminentl y 
Chinese (a s oppose d to , say , Jewish? ) i s o f les s consequenc e tha n thei r 
accessibility t o all . I n thi s respect , thei r unifyin g powe r coul d b e impressive . 

China an d th e W o r l d i n th e C o n t e m p o r a r y A g e 

If ther e i s on e them e tha t ha s emerge d mos t frequentl y i n Gungwu' s 
writings, i t i s th e confusin g relationship s amon g 'China' , 'Chinese' , an d 
'Chineseness'. Th e confusio n arise s fro m history . I n th e earl y centurie s o f 
Chinese migratio n t o Southeas t Asia , migrant s wer e hardl y emissarie s o r 
agents of 'China ' , becaus e Chin a a s a state di d no t recogniz e thei r existence . 
Their persistin g cultura l 'Chineseness' , a s a  self-identification , gre w fro m 
their ow n preference s an d surviva l needs , an d fro m th e policie s o f colonia l 
powers wh o wante d t o kee p the m a s a  separate , functionin g par t o f th e 
colonial system . Th e emergenc e o f a  modernizin g Chines e natio n stat e i n 
the twentiet h century , however , change d thi s situation . N o w 'Chineseness ' 
was no t onl y cultural , bu t fo r man y becam e politica l a s well . I n th e mind s 
of som e migrant s a s wel l a s those amon g who m the y lived , th e boundarie s 
of 'China ' becam e blurred . Perceive d a s a  linke d pair , 'Chin a an d th e 
Overseas Chinese ' looke d threatening . Historica l events , suc h a s th e 
mobilization o f oversea s suppor t fo r Chin a unde r Japanes e attac k i n th e 
1930s, th e Communis t (an d ethni c Chinese ) insurrectio n i n Malay a an d th e 
sympathy o f some Indonesia n Chines e fo r th e Indonesia n Communis t Party , 
seemed t o ad d credibilit y t o thi s fear-by-association . Mor e recently , a n 
alleged connectio n betwee n Chin a a s a n economi c dynam o an d oversea s 
Chinese busines s 'networks ' ha s bee n sensationall y playe d u p i n som e 
Western writings . Take n together , thes e fear s hav e onc e agai n mad e Chin a 
look threatenin g an d th e oversea s Chines e insidious . Hostilit y t o both , an d 
to th e impute d combinatio n coul d becom e a n unsettlin g facto r i n th e worl d 
scene. 

Gungwu's studie s hav e addresse d thi s problem fro m severa l angles . Th e 
questions o f China's historica l attitude s towar d Southeas t Asi a and o f oversea s 
Chinese attitude s towar d Chin a I  have alread y discussed . H o w th e People' s 
Republic ha s viewed it s role i n th e world , whethe r unde r th e ideologicall y 
aggressive Maois t regime , o r th e economicall y dynami c Dengis t one , ha s 
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been a n understandabl e concer n o f it s neighbours . I n The  Chinese  Way 
(1995), Gungw u show s ho w th e foreig n vie w o f China i s partly a  reflectio n 
of China' s ow n visio n o f itself . 'Chin a i s not a  "normal " country , no t eve n 
a "normal " communis t country' . Indeed , it s identit y a s a  modern natio n i s 
complicated b y 'it s ric h heritag e a s a  civilizatio n an d empire' . Thi s heritag e 
has bee n th e sourc e o f som e uneasiness . China' s presen t boundarie s ar e 
essentially thos e o f th e ol d Qin g empire . The y embrac e a  numbe r o f non -
Han people s tha t wer e subjugate d b y th e Qing : mos t notabl y Tibetans , 
Uighurs an d Mongols , al l of whom hav e ric h cultura l heritage s o f their own . 
Therefore Chin a ha s ha d troubl e dealin g wit h th e concep t o f th e 'nation -
state' i n th e moder n sense , a  state tha t i s ethnically mor e o r less homogeneou s 
within it s sovereign boundarie s (rathe r tha n a  polyglot mi x o f many people s 
as i n th e pre-moder n empire s o f th e Ottomans , Austria-Hungary , Tsaris t 
Russia and , o f course , Chin a itself) . Chin a i s accordingly wis e t o 'leav e th e 
concept [o f "nation" ] broadl y an d inclusivel y defined'. 29 A s a  result , ther e 
is a  certai n ambiguit y abou t P R C attitude s toward s th e 'Chinese ' nation , 
which admittedl y canno t b e define d b y referenc e t o a  'Chines e People ' 
a lone . C o u l d suc h a  ' n a t i o n ' w i t h t rai l in g r emnan t s o f ' e m p i r e ' 
wholeheartedly accep t th e nationa l sovereignt y o f it s neighbours ? 

Gungwu pointe d ou t tha t suc h fear s ar e no t consisten t with th e historica l 
record. I n hi s 197 7 work , China  and  the  World  Since  1949,  h e wrot e tha t 
China's truculen t rhetori c i n foreig n relation s i s wholl y explainabl e b y it s 
insistence o n defendin g it s hard-wo n independence . 'Chin a ha s bee n 
militant, bu t i t ha s bee n s o mainl y becaus e i t ha d lon g suffere d humiliatio n 
by no t havin g bee n sufficientl y s o i n th e past' . Endin g foreig n domination , 
a 150-yea r struggle , ha d generate d suc h momentu m tha t virtuall y ever y 
aspect o f P R C stat e polic y coul d b e relate d t o i t i n on e wa y o r another , 
including th e spli t wit h th e USSR . Thi s was , h e wrote , 'qualitativel y 
different fro m th e traditiona l isolationis t arrogance'. 30 Thes e view s wer e 
written a t th e en d o f the Maois t period . Sinc e tha t time , China' s economi c 
recovery an d it s vigorou s re-entr y int o worl d market s ha s se t of f anothe r 
alarm amon g people s wh o feare d Chin a a s a  potentia l superpower : th e 
'Greater China ' myth . Thi s Gungw u wa s a t pain s t o demolish , becaus e i t 
involved th e ol d fears , bot h o f China itsel f and o f Chinese overseas . 'Greate r 
China' , a  sensationalis t buzzwor d o f th e 1990s , suggeste d no t onl y a n 
economic powerhous e base d o n Taiwan , Hon g Kon g an d Sout h China , 
but als o a n insidiou s ne twor k i n whic h ethni c Chines e businessme n 
everywhere wer e combinin g thei r resource s an d thei r mysteriou s ethni c tie s 
to dominat e worl d markets . Thi s repellen t reviva l o f 'yellow-penlism ' could , 
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perhaps, b e see n a s a n atavisti c revers e spi n o n th e 'Asia n Miracle' . I n an y 
event w e have , mercifully , hear d les s o f i t lately. 31' 

Gungwu's concer n t o alla y fear s abou t Chin a an d th e Chines e oversea s 
is o f lon g standin g an d form s a  consisten t par t o f hi s historica l calling . Th e 
nervousness o f Southeas t Asia n people s abou t both , s o obviou s an d s o 
disturbing t o anyon e wh o ha d grow n u p amon g th e Chines e minorit y i n 
the region , ha d originate d i n th e perio d o f China's emergenc e fro m dynasti c 
rule an d foreig n oppression . Bu t thos e time s wer e past . B y th e 1960 s th e 
jus sanguinis  an d patrioti c appeal s t o 'Huaqiao*  ha d bee n abandoned . ' N e w 
nations' migh t oppres s thei r Chines e minorities , bu t behin d suc h oppressio n 
lay economi c env y an d postcolonia l resentment , no t fea r o f Chin a o r 
suspicions abou t oversea s Chines e loyalties . T o pu t th e recor d straigh t wa s 
a historian' s challeng e tha t require d a n understandin g o f China' s long -
standing relationshi p wit h th e Nanyang , an d o f th e hard-headed , skeptica l 
and practica l characte r o f Chinese migrant s livin g there . I t i s hard t o imagin e 
a situatio n wher e a  conscientiou s historian' s wor k coul d b e mor e essentia l 
than i n th e Nanyan g o f Gungwu' s professiona l lifetime . 

Gungwu ha s no t neglecte d th e contemporar y histor y o f migration , 
sometimes subsume d unde r 'globalization' , whic h characteristicall y h e ha s 
sought t o plac e i n historica l context . Indeed , al l hi s earlie r wor k coul d b e 
said t o constitut e a  powerfu l qualificatio n o f th e ide a tha t a  'global ' worl d 
civilization i s the produc t o f the pas t severa l decades . Tha t globa l scop e wa s 
already bein g limne d b y th e Hokkie n merchant s o f the seventeent h centur y 
and b y th e colonialist s wi t h w h o m the y collaborated . Wha t i s more , 
globalization ha s no t mad e regiona l distinctivenes s an y les s pronounced. T o 
illustrate this , Gungw u point s t o th e long-standin g difference s betwee n th e 
relatively 'open ' environmen t o f insular an d peninsula r Southeas t Asia , wher e 
migration ha s bee n a n accepte d fac t o f life u p unti l quit e recen t times ; an d 
the relativel y 'closed ' societ y o f Mainlan d China , wit h it s traditiona l (an d 
persisting) hostilit y t o migration , bot h ou t an d in . 'Fa r fro m confirmin g th e 
"global village" , th e longe r perspectiv e wil l alway s b e ther e t o remin d u s 
that th e root s o f differenc e ar e stil l wi t h u s underneat h th e surfac e 
similarities.'32 H e i s thu s leadin g th e wa y toward s applyin g Chines e an d 
Southeast Asia n historie s t o th e critica l stud y o f contemporar y migratio n 
theory. 

Looking bac k ove r fou r decade s o f scholarship , on e canno t mis s 
Gungwu's unifyin g them e o f Maritim e China . I n lecture s delivere d a t 
Harvard i n 199 7 (no w collecte d a s The  Chinese  Overseas:  From Earthbound 
China to  the Search For  Autonomy) , 33 h e trace d th e slo w emergenc e o f China' s 
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consciousness o f th e oceani c world , a  consciousnes s alway s heavil y 
overbalanced b y th e need s an d interest s o f the bureaucratic-agraria n order . 
Consequently th e exploratio n o f th e maritim e frontie r wa s lef t largel y t o 
private merchant s and , eventually , t o emigrants . I n strikin g contras t t o th e 
European experience , th e stat e itsel f ha d littl e t o d o wit h eithe r th e 
exploration o r th e commercia l exploitatio n o f tha t frontier . Late r i n th e 
book, th e maritim e worl d i s associated wit h China' s hope s fo r modernizatio n 
and wit h th e 'searc h fo r autonomy ' b y th e Chines e wh o mad e ne w live s 
outside China . 

This unequa l interpla y o f 'Maritim e China ' an d 'Earthboun d China ' 
has bee n see n a  goo d dea l i n recen t Chines e thinking . I t wa s expresse d 
metaphorically i n th e hugel y successfu l televisio n documentar y River  Elegy. 
The blue-wate r worl d o f the ocean s versu s the silt-lade n wate r o f the Yello w 
River symbolize d th e shar p divid e between th e hope s fo r a  forward-looking , 
outward-reaching Chin a i n th e post-Ma o er a an d th e persistin g drea d o f 
change amon g th e mor e culturall y conservative . Reviewin g Gungwu' s 
corpus o f writings, however , on e ca n se e Maritime Chin a a s a much subtle r 
construct. 

Maritime Chin a ha d bee n par t o f th e Chines e scen e fro m ver y earl y 
times. Th e divid e betwee n i t an d 'Earthboun d China ' ha d neve r bee n 
absolute, becaus e th e court s an d thei r official s wer e abl e t o profi t fro m 
overseas trade , eve n whil e the y sough t t o contai n i t i n a  framewor k o f 
' tribute' symbolism . N o r wer e th e perspective s o f nort h Chin a abl e t o 
dampen th e commercia l energie s o f th e southerner s wh o profite d fro m 
private maritim e trade . At variou s point s i n Chines e history , thes e souther n 
interests wer e abl e t o pursu e thei r maritim e callin g wit h onl y nomina l 
interference fro m imperia l authorities . 

As i t emerge d fro m th e mercantil e worl d o f th e twelft h century , 
Maritime Chin a comprise d a  networ k o f relationship s betwee n th e Chin a 
coast an d th e commercia l entrepot s o f Southeas t Asia . Foreig n traders , a s 
well a s Chinese, participated i n these relationships . China' s maritim e frontier, 
in othe r words , ha d becom e a  maritim e zone , i n whic h th e Chines e 
economy intersecte d wit h th e economie s o f othe r peoples . Chines e livin g 
(or 'sojourning' ) abroa d mad e thi s zon e function . B y th e lat e sixteent h 
century, w e ca n se e th e zon e developin g int o a n extensio n o f the southeast -
coastal economy , wit h continuou s traffi c i n goods , mone y an d people. 34 

That ther e wa s minima l stat e involvemen t wa s advantageou s t o th e 
merchants an d migrant s wh o trade d an d live d i n th e zone , fo r the y foun d 
more promisin g prospect s unde r th e patronag e o f European colonialist s tha n 
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they woul d hav e unde r a  Mandarin-dominate d polity . A s Maritim e Chin a 
solved th e livelihoo d proble m o f th e southeas t coast , i t als o develope d a n 
ecology o f its own i n which Chines e migrant s adapte d thei r regiona l version s 
of Chines e cultur e t o th e tas k o f survivin g an d eve n prosperin g i n foreig n 
lands. 

China's earl y twent ieth-centur y effort s t o mobiliz e thes e migran t 
Chinese, rathe r short-live d i n th e perspectiv e o f history , inspire d man y o f 
t h e m bu t als o endangere d t h e m b y raisin g suspicion s a m o n g hos t 
populations. N o w tha t politica l zealotr y ha s given wa y t o a  more acceptable , 
purely commercia l relationship , Maritim e Chin a i s becomin g a  powerfu l 
agent o f chang e i n th e mainstrea m o f China' s history . Chines e oversea s ar e 
finding ne w way s t o interac t wit h Chin a —  o r t o construc t thei r ow n 
versions o f cultura l Chinesenes s i n thei r adopte d homes , fre e o f politica l 
constraints. Meanwhile , th e commercia l relationship s o f th e ol d Maritim e 
China zone , centre d o n southeas t Chin a society , hav e bee n succeede d b y a 
much broade r intersectio n wit h th e maritim e world , backe d no w b y stat e 
policy. Jus t a s southeas t Chin a onc e relie d o n Maritim e Chin a fo r it s 
economic survival , no w Chin a a s a  whole i s relyin g o n maritim e ('global' ) 
links t o rais e itsel f out o f poverty. Wit h enormou s financial  interest s arraye d 
behind it , thi s nationa l polic y i s unlikel y t o b e reversed. 35 

W h e n I  first  cam e t o kno w Gungw u i n Londo n i n 1954 , whil e w e 
were student s togethe r a t th e Schoo l o f Orienta l an d Africa n Studies , I  wa s 
aware tha t I  wa s wit h a n extraordinar y person . Jus t ho w extraordinary , 
however, wa s reveale d t o m e onl y b y degrees , a s I  watche d hi s fascinatin g 
interweaving o f scholarship an d statesmanshi p tak e shap e ove r th e followin g 
decades. I t i s a  typica l narrativ e erro r (retrospectiv e causality , o r reasonin g 
backwards) tha t make s i t see m tha t onl y Gungwu , o r someon e exactl y lik e 
him, coul d hav e filled  th e indispensabl e role s o f authoritativ e historian , 
cultural intermediary , academi c leade r an d teacher-mento r tha t th e time s 
and th e regio n required . I t woul d b e n o les s reasonabl e t o sa y tha t h e 
conceived o f those role s and thereb y create d them , o r tha t we perceiv e the m 
because o f him . Howeve r tha t ma y be , eac h o f u s ha s excellen t reason s t o 
be gratefu l t o Gungw u o n th e occasio n o f thi s well-earne d tribute : Th e 
students an d colleague s w h o m h e inspired ; th e universit y tha t h e guide d i n 
a difficul t time ; th e people s o f th e regio n fo r hi s resolut e liberalis m ami d 
what mus t hav e bee n heav y discouragements ; an d mysel f personally , fo r 
having enjoye d th e steadfas t an d generou s friendshi p o f Gungw u an d 
Margaret ove r hal f a  lifetime . 
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Notes 

1. I n thi s chapter , I  us e th e ter m 'Oversea s Chinese ' t o mea n 'Chinese , an d thei r 
descendants, livin g outsid e China ' (wher e 'China ' i s understoo d t o includ e 
Taiwan). 

2. Gungwu' s accoun t o f his ow n lif e appear s i n The  Chinese  Way  China's  Position 
in International  Relations,  p p 79—86 ; an d i n 'Imaginin g th e Chines e Diaspora : 
T w o Australia n Perspectives' , pp . 1—10 . 

3 Publishe d i n 195 7 a s The  Nanhai  Trade 
4. I t wa s a t SOA S wher e h e an d I  first  met , a s students i n Ronal d Dore' s clas s i n 

intermediate Japanese . 
5. 'Th e Us e o f History' , i n Community  and  Nation  (1981) , p . 9 . 
6. The  Chinese  Way,  p  8 1 
7. 'Malaya n Nationalism' , i n Community  and  Nation  (1991) , pp . 187-96 . 
8. The  Nanhai  Trade,  p  11 3 
9 The  Nanhai  Trade,  p  114 . 
10. 'Song-Yuan-Min g Relation s wit h Southeas t Asia : Som e Compansons' ; '  "Publi c 

and Private " Oversea s Trad e i n Chines e History' ; 'Min g Foreig n Relations : 
Southeast Asia' ; an d 'Merchant s withou t Empires : Th e Hokkie n Sojournin g 
Communit ies ' . 

11. O n communa l politic s i n Malaya , consul t Hen g Pe k Koon , Chinese  Politics  in 
Malaysia- A  History  of  the  Malaysian  Chinese  Association.  Singapore : Oxfor d 
University Press , 1988 . 

12 'Malaysia : Thre e Essays. ' Introduction , i n Community  and  Nation  (1981) , p . 216 . 
13. R . K . Vasil , Politics  in a  Plural  Society  A  Study  of  Non-communal Political  Parties 

in West  Malaysia.  Londo n an d Singapore : Oxfor d Universit y Press , 197 1 
14. Vasil , p . 306 , quotin g a  Geraka n circular . 
15. Wi t h th e notabl e exceptio n o f Penang, wher e th e part y succeede d i n capturin g 

the stat e government . 
16. ' A No t e o n th e Origin s o f Hua-ch ' iao ' , i n Community  and  Nation  (1981) , 

pp. 118-27 . 
17. A  Short  History  of  the  Nanyang  Chinese.  Repnn te d i n Community  and  Nation 

(1992), p . 33 . 
18. 'Chines e Politic s i n Malaysia' , reprinte d i n Community  and  Nation  (1981) , 

pp. 173-200 . 
19. Wher e Gungw u woul d fit  himself , i n thi s three-grou p system , i s no t clear . 

His cosmopolitanis m an d hi s Britis h training , alon g wit h hi s libera l politica l 
sympathies, see m compatibl e wit h Grou p C . O n th e othe r hand , hi s hig h leve l 
of Chines e cultura l attainmen t make s hi m mor e lik e th e to p level s o f Grou p 
A. H e i s perhap s representativ e o f a  Grou p D , o r sui  generis. 

20. 'Politica l Chinese : Thei r Contnbut io n t o Moder n Southeas t Asia n History' , 
in China  and  the  Chinese  Overseas,  p p 130-46 . 
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21. 'Politica l Chinese : Thei r Contributio n t o Moder n Southeas t Asia n History' , 
in China  and the Chinese Overseas, p . 142 . 

22. 'Th e Limit s o f Nanyang Chines e Nationalism , 1912-1937. ' 
23. 'Th e Limit s of Nanyang Chinese Nationalism , 1912-1937, ' i n Community  and 

Nation (1981) , p . 150 . 
24. The  Chinese  Minority  in  Southeast  Asia. Community  and  Nation  8 1 (1974) , 

p. 264 . 
25. 'Th e Study of Chinese Identities in Southeast Asia' and the comment by Charles 

Hirschman tha t follows , i n Wan g an d Cushman , Changing  Identities of the 
Southeast Asian Chinese  Since  World War II, pp . 1—31 . 

26. 'Amon g Non-Chinese' , i n The  Living  Tree:  The Changing  Meaning of Being 
Chinese Today, edited b y Tu Wei-ming , p . 144 . 'Autonomy ' i s introduced i n 
Gungwu's latest work, The  Chinese Overseas:  From Earthbound China  to the Quest 
for Autonomy.  Harvar d Universit y Press , 2000 . 

27. 'Amon g Non-Chinese' , p . 145 . 
28. The  Chinese  Way, p . 66 . 
29. The  Chinese  Way, p . 50 . 
30. China  and the World Since 1949, pp . 128 , 140 . 
31. 'Greate r China and the Chinese Overseas', China Quarterly 136 (1993): pp. 926-

48. 
32. 'Migratio n History : Som e Pattern s Revisited ' i n Wan g Gungw u ed. , Global 

History and Migrations (1997) , p . 7 . 
33. Harvar d Universit y Press , 2000 . 
34. A n argument coul d be made tha t the Nanyang be added to China' s southeast -

coast 'macroregion' , i n th e paradig m devise d b y G . Willia m Skinne r i n The 
City In Late Imperial China,  Stanford: Stanfor d Universit y Press, 1977 , pp. 211 — 
49. 

35. On e i s reminded o f the sixteenth-centur y pressure s upon th e Ming regim e t o 
end the ban on foreign trade . Backed by powerful economi c interests , in which 
officialdom ha d a  share, thi s pressure prove d irresistible ; th e ba n wa s lifted i n 
1567, a  date tha t mark s th e beginnin g o f earl y moder n trad e an d emigratio n 
to th e Nanyang . 
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