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1 
Chinese Ethnological Field : 
Anthropological Studies of Chinese 
Communities Worldwid e 

INTRODUCTION 

Anthropological studie s o f Chines e communitie s bega n i n China . Th e 
beginning o f anthropologica l an d ethnologica l studie s ther e ca n b e 
traced t o the 1920s , developing considerabl y i n the 1930 s and 1940 s (cf . 
Guldin 1994 ; Wang Jianmin 1997) . After 1949 , for well-know n reasons , 
these studie s cam e t o b e define d narrowl y a s th e stud y o f minoritie s 
and were restricte d by the dominan t Marxis t ideology. The developmen t 
of anthropology i n China became rathe r hindered , a s the disciplin e wa s 
deprived o f th e chanc e o f catchin g u p wit h developmen t outsid e 
mainland China . Foreig n anthropologist s ha d n o acces s t o fieldwor k i n 
China. The y thu s turne d t o studyin g Chines e culture s an d societie s i n 
Taiwan an d Hon g Kon g a s wel l a s ethni c Chines e overseas , especiall y 
in Southeas t Asia . 

There are now significant number s of studies on Chinese in diaspora . 
As i s obviou s i n th e surve y b y Wan g Gungw u (1998 ) an d Wickber g 
(2000), thes e ar e usefu l fo r comparativ e study . I  propose tha t studie s 
on th e Chines e i n diaspora an d i n China ca n b e mor e comprehensivel y 
compared an d studie d i n a n ethnologica l fiel d tha t ma y b e calle d th e 
Chinese ethnologica l field . Thi s i s particularl y usefu l fo r th e 
anthropological stud y o f suc h issue s a s cultura l persistence , cultura l 
transformation, Chines e symbolism , Chines e religion , cultur e an d 
economic activities , a s wel l a s cultura l an d ethni c identitie s an d s o on . 
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The logi c behin d th e Chines e ethnologica l fiel d i s tha t th e ancestor s o f 
the Chines e i n diaspor a migrate d fro m China , an d ethni c Chines e 
generally hav e som e interes t i n th e large r Chines e civilization . Mos t 
descendants o f thes e ancestor s stil l se e themselve s a s Chines e i n on e 
way o r another . Wha t strike s observers mos t abou t the Chines e oversea s 
is thei r diversity , no t jus t o f ancestra l origi n i n Chin a (whic h i s 
understood) bu t th e diversit y resultin g fro m localizatio n an d cultura l 
change i n genera l tha t ha s mad e th e Chines e appea r differen t fro m 
their counterpart s i n Chin a an d fro m Chines e i n othe r countries . Ther e 
are even Chinese who do not speak an y Chinese language . Nevertheless , 
Chinese immigrant s carrie d wit h the m aspect s o f Ha n Chines e culture , 
which hav e becom e a n importan t par t o f ethni c Chines e cultura l lif e i n 
interaction wit h non-Chines e cultures . Thus i n the Chines e ethnologica l 
field, w e ca n fin d interestin g aspect s o f cultura l continuit y an d 
transformation, whic h ar e par t an d parce l o f the localization experienc e 
of ethni c Chinese . Cultura l continuit y her e mean s continuit y i n 
transformation, a s localizatio n transform s th e natur e o f continuit y i n 
cultural expressio n a s wel l a s incorporate s ne w cultura l elements . 

The ethnologica l fiel d call s attentio n t o compariso n an d th e nee d 
for multi-sit e research . Multi-sit e researc h withi n th e Chines e 
ethnological fiel d give s u s a  mor e comprehensiv e perspectiv e o f th e 
dynamics o f cultura l chang e an d socio-cultura l adaptation . Th e en d o f 
the Col d Wa r ha s mad e i t convenien t fo r academi c exchang e betwee n 
scholars o f variou s nationalities , a s wel l a s researc h i n countrie s o f 
different politica l ideologies . O f equa l significanc e i s the openin g u p o f 
China sinc e th e en d o f the 1970s , which allow s scholar s t o carry out on -
site research . A t th e sam e time , a n increasin g numbe r o f student s an d 
scholars fro m mainlan d Chin a ar e now als o abl e to go oversea s t o stud y 
and d o research . Th e limite d numbe r o f mainlan d researcher s doin g 
research outsid e Chin a i s mainly du e t o a  lack o f funding . 

One kind of comparative study and multi-site research in the Chines e 
ethnological fiel d i s the stud y o f two o r mor e Chines e societie s outsid e 
China. Thi s woul d includ e suc h researc h a s tha t o n th e Chines e 
associations i n the Philippine s an d Canad a studie d b y Wickberg (1988 ) 
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and the ' assimilation o f th e Chines e i n Ne w Yor k Cit y an d Lima , Per u 
studied b y Wong (1978) . There i s also the comparativ e stud y o f Chines e 
in diaspora and Chinese in China. Of course, multi-site research involvin g 
China i s onl y possibl e sinc e th e openin g u p o f Chin a i n th e lat e 1970s . 
The comparativ e stud y of emigrant villages in China and relate d Chines e 
communities oversea s i s o f particula r interest , a s thi s wil l allo w u s t o 
see th e dynamic s o f Chines e culture s an d identitie s a s wel l a s 
transnational practices . 

Over th e years , I  hav e bee n intereste d i n relatin g m y stud y i n 
Malaysia t o simila r studie s i n othe r regions , a s reflecte d i n th e paper s 
selected fo r publicatio n here . A s the ide a o f th e Chines e ethnologica l 
field ha s influence d m y writing , i n thi s chapte r I  discuss th e relevanc e 
of th e ethnologica l fiel d a s well a s som e o f th e theme s studied . 

CHINESE FIELD OF ETHNOLOGICAL STUDY 

Most anthropologica l studie s hav e focusse d o n region s o r countrie s a s 
geographical unit s o f study . Th e are a studie s i n th e West , suc h a s 
Southeast Asia n Studies , Lati n America Studies , Middl e Easter n Studie s 
and s o on , hav e als o divided th e studie s in various part s of the world b y 
geographical region . Th e fiel d o f ethnologica l stud y a s a n ethnologica l 
rather than merel y geographica l are a o f study was firs t propose d b y th e 
Dutch anthropologist , J.P.B. de Josselin de Jong (hereafte r J.P.B.) in 1935. 
He propose d th e ide a o f 'field s o f ethnologica l study' . B y this he mean s 
'certain area s o f th e earth' s surfac e wit h a  populatio n whos e cultur e 
appears t o b e sufficientl y homogeneou s an d uniqu e t o form a  separat e 
object o f ethnologica l study , an d whic h a t th e sam e tim e apparentl y 
reveals sufficien t loca l shade s o f difference s t o mak e interna l 
comparative researc h wort h while ' (J.P.B . d e Josseli n d e Jon g 1983 , 
167-8). 

J.P.B. use d thi s ide a t o stud y th e Mala y Archipelag o a s a  fiel d o f 
ethnological study . According to him, although difference s exis t betwee n 
peoples i n differen t part s o f present-day Indonesia , the y have structura l 
similarities, makin g u p th e structura l cor e o f thi s fiel d o f ethnologica l 
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study, suc h a s th e doubl e descen t syste m an d socio-cosmi c dualis m 
(cf. P.E . d e Josseli n d e Jon g 1984a , 2) . J.P.B.'s approac h influence s 
structural anthropolog y i n th e Netherlands , an d man y anthropologist s 
writing o n Indonesi a hav e adopte d hi s ide a o f field s o f ethnologica l 
study (cf . P.E . d e Josseli n d e Jon g 1984b) . I n thi s chapter , w e ar e 
interested i n th e concep t o f th e fiel d o f ethnologica l study , no t hi s 
structural analysi s o f culture s i n th e Mala y Archipelago . 

It is relevant an d usefu l t o study Chines e peopl e worldwid e withi n 
a fiel d o f ethnologica l study , th e Chines e ethnologica l fiel d o f study . A 
particular countr y o r geograph y doe s no t determin e this , no r i s Chin a 
treated a s th e cente r o f thi s study . Differen t politica l system s an d 
geographical factor s ma y influenc e Chines e peopl e al l ove r th e world , 
but they do have certain simila r cultural symbols that originated i n China . 
Of course , cultur e i s eve r changing , an d ethni c Chines e hav e als o 
developed distinc t cultura l expressions . Nevertheless , the y shar e som e 
similarities i n Chinese 'culture' . The ide a o f a  Chinese ethnologica l fiel d 
facilitates ou r compariso n o f cultura l expression s i n differen t countries , 
as wel l a s thos e betwee n Chines e oversea s an d Chines e i n China . 
Similarities and diversities exis t in Chinese cultura l continuity and cultura l 
transformation, a s wel l a s i n expressio n o f cultura l identities . 

The Chines e ethnologica l fiel d i s no t jus t usefu l fo r comparin g 
cultural continuity in the context of change. It is also useful fo r comparin g 
variations. Fo r example , on e ca n compar e th e factor s tha t hav e brough t 
about acculturatio n an d th e divers e expression s o f cultura l identities . 
The Malay-speakin g Bab a o f Malaysi a (Ta n 1988a) , wh o identif y 
themselves a s Chinese , ca n b e compare d t o th e 'creolized ' Chines e 
communities elsewher e (cf . Skinne r 1996 ; Hall 1998) . One ca n compar e 
the los s o f Chines e languag e an d th e implicatio n o n Chines e cultura l 
identity. Th e loca l developmen t o f Chines e foo d i n differen t part s o f 
the worl d i s anothe r excitin g fiel d o f study . 

Within China , Chines e cultura l expression s ar e als o constantl y 
changing, a s th e state , marke t forces , loca l politic s an d s o on , ar e 
influencing them . Som e cultura l features , havin g develope d fro m a 
similar Chines e civilization , continu e t o b e comparabl e t o thos e o f 
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Chinese overseas ; thus , anthropologica l studie s o f cultura l lif e i n Chin a 
remain relevan t t o the study o f Chinese culture s oversea s an d vice versa . 
For example , Fe i Xiaotong' s Peasant  life  in  China  (1939 ) describe s 
peasant lif e i n Kaixiangon g i n Wujiang o f Jiangsu. However , th e wor k 
is also relevant to the study of the cultural life of the Chinese in Southeas t 
Asia, eve n thoug h thei r ancestor s mostl y originate d i n Fujia n an d 
Guangdong. Th e 'pseudo-adoption ' (87-9 ) an d 'financia l ai d society ' 
(267-74) describe d b y Fe i ca n als o b e foun d amon g th e Chines e i n 
Southeast Asia . W u (1974) , i n hi s stud y o n th e Chines e i n Papu a Ne w 
Guinea, fo r example , ha s als o describe d th e rotatin g credi t society , i.e. , 
Fei's 'financia l ai d society' . Thu s Fei' s wor k i s relevan t fo r th e large r 
Chinese ethnologica l field , no t jus t fo r th e stud y o f China . 

Another exampl e i s Yan' s (1966a , 1966b ) analysi s o f guanxi.  Th e 
analysis o f guanxi  ha s bee n a n importan t them e i n the stud y o f Chin a 
and Chines e socia l relations . Th e natur e o f guanxi  i n Xiaji a Villag e i n 
Heilongjiang Provinc e is very similar to what I  have seen of the Yongchun 
people i n m y villag e i n Bat u Pahat , Johor, Malaysia . Accordin g t o Ya n 
(1966a, 7) , 'Xiaji a villager s perceiv e guanxi  t o be a  socia l spac e divide d 
into severa l zone s b y th e variou s degree s o f reliabilit y o f persona l 
relations tha t ar e embodie d i n everyda y gift-givin g activities' . Th e 
ancestors o f the Yongchun peopl e i n Malaysia came from Fujia n i n sout h 
China, wherea s Yan' s stud y i s i n northeas t China . Nevertheless , th e 
observation o f guanxi i n the two villages is not just specific rura l Chines e 
culture bu t a  typ e o f Chines e cultur e tha t ha s persiste d explicitl y i n 
various regions , both withi n an d outsid e China . There i s much fo r u s t o 
reflect o n i n th e cor e underlyin g principle s o f Chines e culture. 1 

Here we ar e dealing with the persistence and spread o f Han Chines e 
cultures. Definin g Ha n culture s i s controversial , fo r th e so-calle d Ha n 
cultures ar e constantl y bein g reproduce d throug h th e long-ter m 
interaction between Ha n and non-Ha n cultures . There i s no stati c patter n 
or mode l o f Ha n peopl e o r cultures . In thi s dynami c proces s o f cultura l 
reproduction, certai n aspect s o f Ha n culture s hav e becom e th e 
mainstream Chines e cultura l expressions , which influenc e Ha n and non -
Han Chines e i n differen t provinces , a s wel l a s cultura l expression s o f 
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Chinese overseas . The dynamic process o f the reproduction o f dominan t 
Han cultures is closely linked to several issues. These include the politica l 
process o f th e state , th e us e an d sprea d o f languag e an d literature , th e 
promotion an d reinterpretatio n o f scholar s an d rulin g elite , th e 
interaction betwee n differen t group s o f peopl e i n China , an d th e dail y 
practices o f ordinar y people . Aspect s o f Ha n culture s thu s reproduce d 
are no t merel y Confucia n bu t als o cultura l principle s foun d i n socia l 
organization (suc h a s surname patrilineality) , popular religiou s practices , 
economic activities , an d othe r cultura l practice s (suc h a s th e us e o f 
chopsticks an d th e classificatio n o f ho t an d col d food) . Man y ethni c 
Chinese als o observ e thes e mai n cultura l principles . 

How d o th e Chines e i n diaspora maintai n an d perpetuat e Chines e 
cultures? W e ca n discer n dua l aspect s o f Chines e cultura l tradition s -
the ancestra l traditio n an d th e localized tradition . The ancestra l traditio n 
is closely linke d t o the origina l cultura l traditio n i n China . I n fact , som e 
of th e cultura l practice s tha t ar e los t i n Chin a ca n stil l be foun d amon g 
ethnic Chines e outsid e China . An example i s the old-fashioned weddin g 
ceremony o f the Babas in Malaysia. Despite the loss of Chinese language , 
the Baba s continu e t o observ e wha t the y se e a s traditiona l Chines e 
religious practices , an d a t weddings som e stil l put o n the wedding attir e 
that i s otherwise nowaday s onl y see n i n Chines e operas . The localize d 
Chinese traditio n i s the Chines e traditio n tha t ha s becom e localized , o r 
that i s locall y created . I t incorporate s muc h transformatio n an d 
reinterpretation o f th e loca l Chinese , bu t it s underlying Chines e origi n 
may stil l b e discernible . I n fact , mos t cultura l expression s o f ethni c 
Chinese contai n thes e tw o aspects , th e ancestra l an d th e localized , an d 
it i s ofte n difficul t t o distinguis h betwee n th e two . 

When w e compar e Chines e culture s i n Chin a t o Chines e culture s 
overseas, w e d o no t se e thi s a s a  relationshi p o f th e cente r t o th e 
periphery. I n th e Chines e ethnologica l field , eac h Chines e 'society ' i s 
its own cultura l center . The cultura l practices in China ar e also changing , 
and i n eac h locality , ther e ar e als o localize d traditions , whic h a t th e 
same time reflect commo n Ha n cultura l principles . In fact, globa l cultura l 
forces, includin g Chines e culture s fro m overseas , als o influenc e loca l 
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cultures i n mainlan d China . Th e emigran t communitie s hav e lon g 
received som e cultura l influence s i n Southeas t Asia . When I  first bega n 
my research i n Fujia n i n 1998 , I was carefu l t o exclud e Southeas t Asia n 
elements i n m y Minna n dialec t (know n a s Hokkie n i n Southeas t Asia) . 
However, I  soo n foun d tha t man y olde r Chines e i n Yongchu n an d 
Quanzhou d o use or are familiar with some Malay loanwords. A common 
Malay loanwor d use d i s tahan  whic h mean s 'bearin g a  difficulty ' o r 
'tolerating', an d hoe  ta-han mean s 'canno t bea r i t any longer ' o r 'canno t 
tolerate an y more' , jus t a s i t i s sai d b y th e Hokkie n i n Malaysi a an d 
Singapore. I n ou r conceptualizatio n o f th e Chines e ethnologica l field , 
there i s n o hegemoni c Chines e cultur e versu s a  marginalize d Chines e 
culture. I n fact, th e stud y o f Chinese oversea s i s a study i n it s own right , 
not merel y fo r understandin g China-centere d Chines e culture , a s wa s 
the ai m durin g th e Col d Wa r period . Studyin g i n a  broade r Chines e 
ethnological fiel d help s t o understan d Chines e cultura l practice s i n a 
locality i n th e contex t o f a  broade r comparativ e perspective , t o 
understand ho w simila r phenomen a ar e practice d i n th e Chines e 
diaspora an d i n China . 

CHINESE RELIGIO N AN D TH E CHINES E ETHNOLOGICA L FIEL D 

Scholars influence d b y postmodernism emphasiz e discontinuit y an d de -
territorialization an d ten d t o dismis s discussio n o f cultura l continuit y 
and traditio n a s essentialist . Thi s i s ofte n misleading . I n th e stud y o f 
Chinese culture s globally , I  wish t o emphasiz e tha t ther e i s cultura l 
continuity i n transformation . W e nee d t o examin e bot h chang e an d 
continuity i n orde r t o understan d changin g cultura l life . Thi s i s mos t 
obvious i n th e religiou s expression s o f ethni c Chinese . I  use ancestra l 
worship an d pudu  worshi p (Hungr y Ghos t Festival ) t o illustrat e th e 
continuity an d chang e i n the Chines e ethnologica l field . Th e discussio n 
is based o n th e dat a fro m m y ow n researc h i n Malaysia an d i n China . 

Chinese religio n her e refer s t o Chines e popula r religion . Ther e i s 
continuity i n Chines e religiou s practice s amon g th e Chines e i n Chin a 
and outsid e China . Fro m thi s perspective , th e usefulnes s o f analysi s i n 



16 Chinese  Overseas 

the large r contex t o f a  Chinese ethnologica l fiel d i s evident. Mos t deitie s 
worshipped b y the Chinese oversea s originate d i n China. I n the Chines e 
ethnological field , Chines e worshipper s hav e certai n commo n deitie s 
(such a s Guanyi n o r th e Goddes s o f Mercy , Guangong , Mazu , Tud i o r 
Earth God , an d s o on ) an d commo n birthday s o f deitie s a s wel l a s 
festivals (suc h a s th e Chines e Ne w Year , Qin g Ming , Duanw u o r Fift h 
Moon Festival , Zhongyua n o r th e Hungr y Ghos t Festival , Zhongqi u o r 
Mid Autum n Festival , an d s o on) . Chines e i n differen t localitie s als o 
have certai n commo n concept s o f deities , ancestor s an d ghost s a s wel l 
as major rites , which ar e features o f cultural persistence fro m th e cultura l 
heritage i n China . Thi s show s tha t Chines e o f differen t localitie s an d 
nationalities d o shar e certai n commo n feature s o f cultura l identity . A t 
the same time, when we compar e Chines e religious practices in differen t 
localities, ther e ar e divers e localize d traditions . 

Ancestor Worship 

Most anthropologist s wh o stud y Chin a o r Chines e oversea s continu e t o 
focus o n a  particular locality . I f we plac e ou r study i n the large r contex t 
of the Chines e ethnologica l field , the n we can see better the expression s 
of Chines e culture s tha t ar e commo n o r variant . I n the stud y o f Chines e 
religion, fo r example , scholar s outsid e Chin a ca n bette r understan d it s 
historical contex t an d developmen t b y relatin g t o studie s i n China , 
whereas scholar s in China can also note the related studies outside China . 
In addition , comparison s o f cultura l phenomen a i n differen t Chines e 
communities i n diaspor a provid e u s wit h a  fulle r pictur e o f cultura l 
practices. Thus , comparativ e studie s withi n th e Chines e ethnologica l 
field ca n hel p t o wide n one' s scop e an d eras e som e limitation s i n 
theoretical discussion . Fo r example , th e stud y o f lineag e i n Chin a ha s 
long bee n influence d b y th e functiona l mode l o f Mauric e Freedma n 
(1958a, 1966) , which emphasize s commo n propert y and lan d ownershi p 
as th e basi s o f th e formatio n an d developmen t o f lineage . Emil y Aher n 
(1973), i n her stud y o f ancesto r worship i n Taiwan, eve n point s ou t tha t 
ancestor worshi p i s linke d t o inheritanc e o f property . 'Anyon e wh o 
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hands dow n lan d receive s a  tablet ' (246) . However , fo r Chines e 
overseas, wh o generall y d o no t hav e th e kin d o f lineag e communitie s 
or lineag e propert y foun d i n China , thei r ancesto r worshi p ha s littl e t o 
do wit h ancestra l propert y o r land . I t i s mostl y a  matte r o f cultura l 
heritage. Che n (1985 ) ha s criticize d Mauric e Freedman' s an d Emil y 
Ahern's functiona l view s o f lineag e an d ancesto r worship , an d h e 
emphasizes th e Chines e patrilinea l culture . 

From m y study o f the Chines e i n Melaka an d elsewher e i n Malaysi a 
since 1977 , I  fin d tha t thos e Chines e wh o worshi p Chines e deitie s 
generally als o worship ancestor s i n one for m o r another . Thos e wh o d o 
not worship ancestor s a t home have reasons, such as not owning a  house 
or havin g t o mov e hous e frequentl y o r discontinuin g th e worshi p a t 
home a s the olde r peopl e thin k tha t thei r sons an d daughters-in-la w ar e 
unlikely t o continu e th e practic e afte r thei r death . Nevertheless , thes e 
people generall y d o instal l tablet s fo r thei r decease d parent s i n th e 
ancestral hal l o f a  temple , a  cla n hall , o r othe r Chines e religiou s 
organizations (suc h a s Dejia o Hui , a  syncreti c Chines e religiou s 
organization). The y visi t thes e place s durin g certai n festival s (suc h a s 
Chinese Ne w Yea r an d Qin g Ming ) t o worshi p thei r love d ones . O f 
course, thi s kin d o f ancesto r worshi p i s very differen t fro m tha t o f th e 
lineage communitie s i n south China . In homes tha t have se t up ancestra l 
altars, tablets , photograph s o f th e deceased , o r a  re d shee t o f pape r 
bearing th e ancestors ' name s represen t th e ancestors . Th e altar s o f th e 
ancestors ar e usuall y o n th e stag e righ t o f th e deities ' altar , an d thes e 
are place d agains t th e wal l facin g th e fron t entranc e i n the livin g room . 
In principle , on e ha s t o offe r jos s stick s ever y mornin g an d evening , 
certainly on the firs t an d fifteenth day s of the lunar month, when candle s 
are lit , too . Sacrifice s ar e offere d o n festiva l day s an d anniversaries . 

Where a n ancestra l alta r is set up a t home, th e Hokkie n i n Malaysi a 
call such a  worship hok-sai.  Anothe r commo n typ e o f ancesto r worshi p 
at home i s the chhid  o r 'invitation ' system . I n thi s case ther e i s no altar , 
nor ar e ancestor s worshippe d regularl y a t home . A n ad  hoc  alta r i s se t 
up onl y on th e da y o f worship, whereb y a  table i n the livin g room o r a n 
inner roo m i s used t o place th e ad  hoc  joss-stick holde r an d offerings . A 
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worshipper light s som e jos s stick s an d goe s t o th e fron t o f th e hous e 
(facing th e directio n o f the graveyar d i f possible) t o invit e the ancestor s 
to return fo r th e worship . Then h e o r she goe s to the ad  hoc  alta r in th e 
house t o place th e joss sticks into the holder , whic h ca n be a  glass fille d 
with raw rice. Tea is offered. Offering s ar e then laid out for the ancestors . 
At the en d o f th e rite , a  pai r o f divinin g block s i s used t o determin e i f 
the mea l i s over. I f the blocks turn ou t to be on e facing u p an d the othe r 
facing down , i t i s a positive answer , an d jos s papers ar e burned outsid e 
the house . Th e offering s ar e the n take n awa y an d th e temporar y alta r 
dismantled. 

The abov e discussio n show s tha t Chines e ancesto r worshi p 
undergoes differen t transformation s an d manifestation s i n differen t 
places an d contexts . I n th e wide r contex t o f th e Chines e ethnologica l 
field, w e ca n thin k abou t th e meanin g o f ancesto r worshi p i n Chines e 
culture an d not e tha t i t is not necessaril y linke d t o lineag e organizatio n 
or lineage property . We can compare the ancestor worship o f the lineag e 
communities i n Chin a an d th e ancesto r worshi p withou t lineag e 
organization outsid e China . Wher e lineag e organization s exis t outsid e 
China, these , too , can be compare d wit h lineag e communitie s i n China . 
Recent studie s by Faure (1989) , Siu (1990) , and Li u (1997) show tha t th e 
lineage-focussed ancesto r worshi p i n th e Pear l Rive r Delt a wa s a  kin d 
of cultura l constructio n tha t emerge d mainl y i n th e Min g Dynasty . Th e 
nature o f ancesto r worshi p o f th e Chines e overseas , b y contrast , 
developed outsid e th e influenc e o f th e Chines e state . Ye t th e 
developments outsid e China , suc h a s th e transformatio n o f lineag e t o 
clan association , th e simplification o f rituals , and th e divorc e o f ancesto r 
worship fro m lineag e organization , perhap s sho w a  tren d o f ancesto r 
worship an d lineag e organizatio n i n China . 

Pudu Worship in Malaysia and China 

Pudu Worship in Malaysia 

Besides Chines e Ne w Year , a  majo r Chines e festiva l i n Malaysi a i s 
zhongyuan, popularl y know n i n Englis h a s the Hungr y Ghos t Festival . 
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Two majo r rite s ar e performed . Th e firs t i s what th e Minnan peopl e (o f 
south Fujian origin , known as Hokkien in Southeast Asia) call choe  chhit-
goeh pod,  literall y doin g th e mid-sevent h moo n rite , a s i t fall s o n th e 
fifteenth da y o f th e sevent h luna r month . O n thi s da y o f th e month , 
offerings ar e mad e i n th e hous e fo r th e ancestor s an d outsid e fo r th e 
wandering ghosts . Thi s i s a  domesti c affair . I n addition , ther e i s a 
communal celebration , whic h th e Hokkie n cal l choe  po-to, celebratin g 
po-to o r pudu  i n Mandarin . Fo r thi s celebration , eac h loca l Chines e 
community o r sectio n o f a n urba n Chines e community , especiall y th e 
business sector , organize s th e communa l worshi p o f Pudugong  an d th e 
ghosts unde r hi s jurisdiction , offerin g sacrifices . Th e dat e o f thi s 
communal worshi p differ s fro m localit y t o locality . I t i s sai d tha t th e 
ghosts ar e release d fro m purgator y durin g th e month , an d worshi p i s 
offered t o pacify th e ghost s and to expel evil , as well as to ritually ensur e 
the communit y peace , succes s an d prosperity . Chines e peopl e i n 
Southeast Asi a generall y avoi d holdin g wedding s durin g thi s month . 

A pudu celebratio n i n Malaysia i s held i n a public aren a (suc h a s in 
a templ e compoun d o r a t a n availabl e spac e i n a n urba n quarter ) an d 
usually last s tw o o r thre e days , durin g whic h Chines e opera s ma y b e 
staged. I n additio n t o th e Daois t (Taoist ) rite s an d communa l worshi p 
as wel l a s a  communa l feast , whic h I  do no t describe , man y item s ar e 
sold b y auctio n durin g th e communa l pudu  celebration . Th e mos t 
prestigious ite m i s a  piec e o f nicel y wrappe d charcoal , symbolicall y 
called o-kim  i n Hokkien {wujin  i n Mandarin) o r 'black gold' . Dependin g 
on communities , th e fina l bi d fo r thi s usuall y run s int o hundred s o r 
thousands o f Malaysia n dollars . I n addition , a  smal l cerami c tu b o f ra w 
rice, i f mad e available , i s als o considere d a  prestigiou s item . Thi s i s 
called mitong  i n Mandarin , tha t is , 'ric e tub' . The biddin g o f thes e tw o 
items is the climax of the whole auction . The successful bidde r i s allowed 
to brin g th e 'blac k gold ' hom e t o keep , symbolizin g tha t thi s wil l brin g 
prosperity an d peac e t o the family . Th e ric e brough t hom e ca n b e kep t 
or cooked . Th e auctio n i s on e wa y fo r a  ritua l communit y t o collec t 
funds. I n additio n t o financin g th e pudu worship , th e mone y collecte d 
can b e use d fo r othe r religiou s an d charitabl e purposes . Fo r example . 
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the Chines e i n the stat e o f Penan g hav e a  zhongyuan  organizatio n tha t 
coordinates zhongyuan  activitie s statewide . Th e mone y collecte d wa s 
even use d t o contribut e toward s buildin g a  privat e hospita l (Ta n Soo i 
Beng 1988) . 

Bid item s ca n diffe r fro m communit y t o community . I n a  rura l 
Yongchun communit y tha t I  observed i n Batu Pahat , Johor, Malaysi a o n 
17 August 2000 , farm product s suc h a s pineapples , coconuts , jac k frui t 
and whole bunches o f bananas were als o included. Then the 'blac k gold ' 
reached RM$318 8 an d th e ric e fetche d RM$3000 . Th e contes t wa s 
between a  local businessman an d th e leade r o f a  Chinese politica l party . 
The latte r wo n both , t o th e cheer s o f th e villagers . 

Bidders fo r th e charcoa l an d th e tu b o f ric e ar e generall y busines s 
people an d th e loca l rich . Why d o the y bothe r t o bi d suc h a  high pric e 
for a  piece o f charcoa l o r a  smal l tub o f rice? This ceremony i s in a  way 
comparable t o th e potlatc h o f th e Kwakiut l Indian s i n Nort h America , 
whereby th e greates t prestig e wa s conferre d o n individual s wh o gav e 
away the greates t quantit y o f valuable good s (Maus s 1967 , 31-7). In th e 
zhongyuan auctio n here , th e successfu l bidde r gain s prestige , an d hi s 
status a s a  person o f som e wealt h o r goo d credi t ratin g i s reconfirmed . 
It is a public displa y o f hi s wealth an d success . I t gives symbolic capita l 
(Bourdieu 1977 , 179 ) t o busines s people , loca l leader s o r individual s 
aspiring t o be i n such positions . Th e bi d ha s t o be pai d befor e th e nex t 
ceremony th e followin g year . If , however , b y th e followin g yea r on e 
cannot pa y th e bid , the n on e lose s face . Here , th e stud y o f a  religiou s 
festival help s u s t o understand th e socia l structur e an d busines s cultur e 
of a  loca l Chines e community . 

Pudu Worship  in  China 

Under communis t rule , pudu celebratio n i s seen a s superstitious . Thu s 
we d o no t se e th e kin d o f large-scal e communa l celebratio n i n China . 
In the historic port city of Quanzhou, Fujian , th e local people stil l practice 
their uniqu e wa y o f observing th e festival , locall y referred t o a s po-si o r 
pusi i n Mandarin . Pusi  shoul d no t b e confuse d wit h th e 'mid-sevent h 
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month' worship ; th e latter , a s w e hav e see n i n Malaysia , involve s 
worshipping ancestors , no t Pudugong.  Pusi  i n Quanzho u i s celebrate d 
from th e sixt h to the eight h luna r month . The long period o f celebratio n 
is a  resul t o f th e practic e o f th e chongpu  system , tha t is , multipl e pusi 
worship. 

Historic Quanzho u Cit y in souther n Fujia n i s divided int o 3 6 pu o r 
wards (cf . Wan g Mingming 1999) , each wit h it s own communa l temple . 
During th e month s o f pusi, eac h war d take s it s turn t o observ e th e pusi 
worship. Unlik e th e communa l worshi p i n Malaysia , eac h famil y i n th e 
ward worship s Pudugong  o n th e sam e da y an d aroun d th e sam e time . 
On th e da y of worship, eac h household carrie s ou t it s worship betwee n 
4:00 p.m . an d 6:0 0 p.m . Offering s ar e lai d ou t o n a  table i n fron t o f th e 
house, prayer s offere d an d jos s paper s burnt . Afte r th e worship , th e 
offerings ar e cooked , an d clos e relative s an d friend s ar e invite d t o th e 
family feast . Thi s practic e i s differen t fro m tha t i n Malaysia , wher e th e 
worship an d feas t i s communall y hel d a t a  publi c place . However , th e 
idea o f celebratio n an d worshippin g Pudugong  i s similar , an d ther e i s 
the simila r functio n o f pudu fo r loca l communa l identity . 

The Pusi  celebratio n i n Quanzho u begin s i n the sixt h luna r mont h 
with a  small-scale worship calle d kia-ki  i n Minnan, o r shuqi  i n Mandarin . 
The pusi prope r i s held i n the sevent h month . A  small-scale pusi i n th e 
eighth mont h conclude s th e lon g celebration . Thi s fina l pusi  i s calle d 
jiewei yuan,  th e fina l rite . 

In rura l Minnan , suc h a s i n Yongchu n District , communa l pusi 
worship take s place , but th e scal e i s smaller tha n observe d i n Malaysia . 
In th e Hal f Moo n Hil l sectio n o f Beautifu l Jad e Village , wher e I  hav e 
conducted fieldwor k amon g villager s surname d Chen , th e pusi 
celebration i s fixe d o n th e twentiet h o f th e sevent h luna r month . I 
observed th e pusi worshi p i n 1999 . The rit e was quit e simple . At aroun d 
4:00 p.m., a  representative from eac h household i n Half Moon Hil l carried 
some dishe s o f offerin g t o th e fron t yar d o f th e ancestra l hal l o f thi s 
branch lineage . The offering s wer e lai d ou t o n th e ground . Afte r al l th e 
representatives ha d arrive d with thei r offerings , a  senior ma n burn t jos s 
sticks an d invite d th e Pudugong  an d th e wanderin g ghost s o f th e are a 
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to enjo y th e feast . H e thre w a  pai r o f divinin g block s t o ascertai n tha t 
his invitatio n ha d bee n accepted . Havin g obtaine d a  positiv e answer , 
the wome n an d childre n burne d th e jos s paper s tha t th e representativ e 
of eac h househol d ha d brought . Lettin g of f firecracker s followed . Afte r 
a while , th e senio r perso n praye d an d thre w th e divinin g block s agai n 
to ascertai n whethe r th e mea l ha d bee n taken . Afte r receivin g a  positiv e 
answer, th e worshippers carrie d thei r respective offering s hom e t o coo k 
them fo r dinner . 

By comparin g th e zhongyuan  celebratio n i n variou s site s i n an d 
outside o f China , on e ca n hav e a  bette r pictur e o f th e pudu  culture . 
One ca n se e simila r an d divers e expression s o f th e Chines e cultura l 
principle o f observin g pudu.  Her e I  treat bot h th e Minna n peopl e i n 
Malaysia an d th e Minna n (i n sout h Fujian ) i n China a s belonging t o th e 
Chinese ethnologica l field , whic h render s a  wide r perspectiv e o f 
comparison an d understandin g o f 'Chines e culture ' a s expresse d i n th e 
celebration o f pudu.  On e ca n se e no t onl y cultura l continuit y an d 
transformation bu t als o th e significanc e o f pudu  fo r loca l communa l 
identity. I n Quanzhou , th e pudu  celebratio n expresse s pu  o r war d 
identity, an d i n th e villag e i n Yongchu n i t expresse s th e identit y o f a 
section o f a  lineage community . I n Malaysia, i t expresses th e identit y o f 
a ritual community , which can be a  village, an urban quarte r or a business 
community. In China, the celebration i s constrained by the state ideology , 
and ther e i s no large-scal e celebratio n a s seen i n Malaysia. Nevertheless , 
the family-base d war d celebration , whic h develope d lon g befor e th e 
communist rule , turned ou t to be very adaptive. Even during the Cultura l 
Revolution, m y informants tol d me tha t the pudu worshi p was observed , 
excited childre n standin g o n guard a t each en d o f the stree t to inform o f 
the coming of government inspectors . As the local officials als o belonge d 
to th e pudu  culture , som e o f the m woul d eve n infor m th e peopl e o f 
their comin g inspection , s o tha t th e celebratio n coul d b e suspende d 
during tha t time . Th e celebratio n i n Malaysi a als o show s u s th e lin k 
between religio n an d busines s a s wel l a s loca l leadership . Th e rol e o f 
religion is not only symbolic but also social, and this includes a  charitabl e 
contribution t o th e community . 
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In th e abov e examples , w e se e tha t i t i s usefu l t o stud y Chines e 
religion i n th e large r contex t o f a  Chines e ethnologica l fiel d tha t i s no t 
limited by national boundaries. I t also highlights the significance o f multi-
site research . Th e compariso n enable s u s t o hav e a  bette r perspectiv e 
of issues , suc h a s th e lin k betwee n religio n an d business . Th e activ e 
involvement o f th e Chines e i n Southeas t Asia , Taiwan, Hon g Kon g an d 
Macao i n religiou s practice s doe s no t hinde r busines s success . I n fact , 
one ca n argu e tha t suc h involvemen t give s psychologica l suppor t an d 
encouragement t o busines s people . Thi s i s goo d fo r reflectio n i n 
mainland China , wher e religio n i s officiall y regarde d a s 'superstition' . 
Labeling a  religio n superstitio n prevent s on e fro m seein g th e symboli c 
and socia l significanc e o f religion , includin g it s importan t contributio n 
to charity , a s w e hav e see n i n th e celebratio n o f th e Hungr y Ghos t 
Festival i n Malaysia . Overall , studyin g Chines e religio n i n th e large r 
Chinese ethnologica l fiel d enable s u s to compar e an d se e th e dynamic s 
of religion , th e effect s o f stat e policy , th e rol e o f busines s people , th e 
dynamics o f loca l politics , the significanc e o f identity an d s o on . Al l this 
cannot be fully grasped i f we do not compare a  study to relevant practice s 
elsewhere i n the ethnologica l field . 

LOCALIZATION O F ETHNI C CHINES E 

Having understoo d th e natur e o f cultura l continuity , i t is easier for u s t o 
have a  more comprehensiv e understandin g o f change , which i s a majo r 
focus i n thi s book . Th e cultura l chang e tha t ethni c Chines e hav e 
experienced ma y be describe d b y the term 'localization' . M y usage her e 
differs fro m tha t o f globalizatio n theorists , wh o posi t localizatio n a s a 
local proces s versu s globalization . B y localization I  mean 'th e proces s 
of becomin g local , whic h involve s cultura l adjustmen t t o a  loca l 
geographical an d socia l environment , an d identifyin g wit h th e locality . 
The cultura l adaptation involve d i s not merely a passive process o f bein g 
influenced b y loca l force s bu t als o on e o f activ e participatio n an d 
innovation' (Ta n 1997c , 103) . Ther e i s th e cultura l dimensio n o f 
localization, whic h ma y be referre d t o as cultura l localization , an d ther e 
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is localizatio n o f consciousness , o f becomin g par t o f th e loca l an d 
identifying wit h it . 

Most peopl e liv e i n a  particula r locality , althoug h the y ma y hav e 
wide transnationa l networks . Local-bor n Chinese , especiall y i f the y 
are mor e tha n on e generatio n i n settlement , generall y identif y wit h a 
particular locality as 'home' . In fact, i t is increasingly common fo r peopl e 
who liv e transnationall y t o identif y wit h mor e tha n on e home , suc h a s 
a hom e wher e on e regularl y reside s an d on e wher e on e originall y 
migrated fro m an d wher e one' s immediat e famil y member s stil l live. I n 
astronaut families , thi s ofte n involve s th e me n workin g i n Hong Kong , 
for instance , whil e thei r wive s an d childre n liv e i n anothe r countr y 
such a s i n Australi a (cf . Pe-Pu a e t al . 1998) . Flexibl e citizenshi p (On g 
1993, 1999 ) may allo w individual s t o liv e i n differen t countrie s withou t 
having t o embrac e a  regula r identity ; actually , suc h Chines e ar e stil l i n 
the minority . I n works tha t emphasize th e diaspora-ness , ethni c Chines e 
are ofte n describe d a s de-territorialized , bu t suc h popula r view s ar e 
actually expresse d b y a  smal l grou p of , i n th e word s o f Chu n (2000 , 
10), 'diaspori c intellectual s i n th e ivor y tower' . Mos t ethni c Chines e 
live locall y an d identif y t o differen t degree s wit h th e local , ofte n a s 
Chinese Americans , Chines e Malaysians , etc. , o r jus t merel y Chines e i f 
they liv e transnationall y an d d o no t wis h t o emphasiz e an y particula r 
'home' a s mor e important . Citizenshi p shoul d no t b e measure d b y 
loyalty o r stron g identificatio n t o a  state . I n th e globalizin g world , 
more an d mor e peopl e ar e fre e fro m th e ideolog y o f stat e loyalty , an d 
citizenship i s mor e a  matte r o f belonging , t o claimin g right s an d 
performing obligation s i n return . I n thi s sense , ethni c Chines e ar e lik e 
other citizen s i n a  state , an d the y ar e no t uniqu e i n usin g flexibl e 
citizenship. 

The transnationa l experienc e an d previou s localizatio n experience , 
including no t speakin g Chinese , allo w transnationa l migrant s muc h 
room fo r negotiatin g identities . Nevertheless , wherever the y locate thei r 
children, the y wil l b e localize d i n thei r residentia l nationa l context . 
People ar e generall y localize d i n nationa l states , wher e th e majorit y 
people an d stat e policie s includin g nationa l educatio n hav e a  stron g 
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influence o n children . Thu s i t i s commo n t o hea r o f Chines e bein g 
Canadianized, Americanized , Australianized , an d s o on . Localizatio n 
occurs i n nation-states , bu t i t shoul d no t b e confuse d wit h stat e 
identification, whic h i s a  separat e matter . Whateve r i t is , cultura l 
localization i s relevan t t o identit y negotiation . 

Cultural localizatio n greatl y affect s ethni c Chines e cultura l life , s o 
much tha t eve n afte r the y have migrated fro m a  locality they ma y retai n 
their origina l localize d experience . Chines e Indonesian s wh o spea k 
Indonesian continu e t o speak th e language an d attac h to certain aspect s 
of Indonesia n Chines e cultura l lif e afte r the y hav e migrate d t o Europ e 
or elsewhere. I n Hong Kong, there i s a population o f Indonesian Chines e 
re-migrants. Godle y an d Coppel l (1990a) , an d m y student s wh o 
interviewed som e o f the olde r ones , repor t tha t some o f them stil l spea k 
Indonesian a t home. Similarly , Chinese-Tha i transmigrant s i n the US still 
exhibit their Thai-ness (cf . Ba o 1999 , 107). We also find thi s phenomeno n 
in Chines e Malaysia n migrant s i n Australia . W e ca n fin d Chinese -
Malaysian restaurant s i n Melbourne, fo r instance , an d th e popula r Ipo h 
hor-fun (Malaysian-styl e frie d fla t noodle s associate d with the Malaysia n 
city Ipoh ) i s available . 

Anthropologists an d sociologist s hav e lon g discusse d th e issu e o f 
acculturation an d assimilation . A  major par t o f localizatio n i s actuall y 
acculturation, althoug h scholar s nowaday s seldo m us e thi s term . B y 
acculturation, I  mean 'th e kin d o f cultura l chang e o f on e ethni c grou p 
or certain population o f an ethnic group (A ) in relation to another ethni c 
group (B ) such tha t certai n cultura l features o f A become simila r o r bea r 
some resemblanc e t o thos e o f B ' (Ta n 1988a , 2) . This kin d o f cultura l 
change i s a  resul t o f th e proces s o f direc t contac t betwee n member s o f 
the tw o ethni c groups . I t can b e a  two-way process , althoug h i t usuall y 
involves greate r socio-cultura l adjustmen t o n th e par t o f the minorit y t o 
that o f th e majorit y group . I n an y event , th e ethni c identitie s o f bot h 
groups ar e no t lost . 

Many sociologists , journalist s an d laypeopl e us e th e ter m 
'assimilation' t o refe r t o bot h acculturatio n an d socio-cultura l chang e 
accompanied b y th e los s o f th e origina l ethni c identity . I  distinguis h 
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acculturation fro m assimilation , whic h involve s a  chang e i n referenc e 
group an d out-grou p acceptanc e (Tesk e an d Nelso n 1974 , 365) . I n 
other words , assimilatio n involve s no t onl y socio-cultura l chang e bu t 
also ethni c chang e suc h tha t whe n w e sa y member s o f grou p A  ar e 
assimilated int o grou p B , w e mea n tha t the y hav e bee n ethnicall y 
merged int o grou p B  and thu s hav e los t thei r origina l ethni c identity . I f 
we tak e not e o f th e agenc y theor y an d d o no t assum e tha t individual s 
are passivel y bein g changed , the n th e concep t o f acculturatio n i s stil l 
a convenien t concep t t o use . A s show n i n Chapte r 3 , acculturatio n 
occurs when individual s selec t an d incorporat e non-indigenou s cultura l 
principles rathe r tha n passivel y bein g change d a s a  resul t o f interethni c 
contact. 

Assimilation doe s no t mea n tha t individual s becom e exactl y th e 
same a s th e majorit y people . Ou r distinctio n o f acculturatio n an d 
assimilation i s tha t i n assimilatio n ther e i s a  chang e i n ethni c 
membership. Her e i t is relevant t o mak e a  distinction betwee n cultura l 
identity an d ethni c identity . Ethni c identity refers t o ethnic identificatio n 
with a  particula r ethni c category ; cultura l identit y refer s t o cultura l 
expression. Individual s identifyin g wit h th e sam e ethni c categor y ma y 
emphasize differen t cultura l trait s i n expressin g thei r ethni c identity . 
An approac h t o th e stud y o f ethnicity i s to se e ho w individual s identif y 
themselves ethnicall y an d the n stud y ho w the y expres s tha t ethni c 
identity culturally ; i n othe r words , ho w peopl e us e cultura l feature s t o 
express ethni c identity . Acculturatio n allow s Chines e t o us e no t onl y 
traditional Chines e cultura l feature s tha t the y stil l hav e bu t als o thei r 
localized cultura l features , t o expres s thei r Chiness-ness , s o t o speak . 
Even no t speakin g Chines e become s a n importan t featur e o f identit y 
negotiation, a s An g (2001 ) ha s show n s o wel l i n he r work . 

This boo k deal s a  lo t wit h localizatio n an d identity . Th e issu e o f 
national identit y i s als o discussed . Identificatio n wit h nationa l identit y 
differs fro m countr y t o countr y an d fro m individua l t o individual . I n 
some countrie s i n Southeas t Asia , th e Chines e ar e ofte n treate d a s 
somewhat alien ; they tend t o emphasize thei r local roots, and thei r state -
bound identitie s ar e generally strong . I n the West, where ther e i s a mor e 
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open view of citizenship an d less rhetoric on nation-building, individual s 
often ca n tak e thei r ethni c an d state-boun d identit y fo r granted . 
However, afte r the y hav e interacte d wit h Chines e i n othe r countries , 
they ma y reflec t o n thei r ow n identity , especiall y afte r the y hav e bee n 
confronted abou t thei r 'Chineseness' . I n Cultural  Curiosity,  Kh u (2001 ) 
compiles th e experience s o f a  numbe r o f ethni c Chines e afte r visitin g 
China fo r th e firs t time . On e o f them , Lil y Wu , a  Chines e American , 
writes, 'Befor e m y trip t o China , bein g "Chinese " meant almos t nothin g 
to me , an d eve n bein g "American " wa s somethin g tha t I  ha d simpl y 
taken fo r granted . Ironically , bot h level s o f awarenes s sharpene d a t 
the sam e time ' (W u 2001 , 223-4). Interactio n betwee n ethni c Chines e 
and Chines e o f Chin a generall y make s th e forme r realiz e thei r distinc t 
localized Chines e identit y an d eve n help s th e mor e localize d one s t o 
accept thei r 'hybridity' , o r in the words o f Chan (2001 , 126) , to 'becom e 
at eas e wit h m y hybridity' . Generally , interactio n betwee n Chines e o f 
different nationalitie s make s the m mor e consciou s o f thei r diversity , 
and speakin g differen t languages , includin g Englis h o f differen t nation s 
(such a s Singapor e Englis h an d Filipin o English) , i s on e marke r o f 
diversity. 

CONCLUSION 

From ou r discussio n above , i t i s obviou s tha t th e ide a o f th e Chines e 
field o f ethnologica l stud y i s usefu l fo r studyin g Chines e culture s 
worldwide. I t give s a  broade r perspectiv e t o th e comparativ e stud y o f 
Chinese cultura l persistenc e an d transformation , allowin g u s t o 
understand Chines e culture s i n wide r spatia l an d tempora l contexts . 
Other tha n th e example s described , Chines e cultura l expressions , suc h 
as the lio n danc e an d th e practic e o f qigong  ( a breathin g exercise) , ar e 
popular element s o f Chines e cultur e tha t ar e increasingl y emphasize d 
by ethnic Chinese . Scholars can study these in specific Chines e localities , 
but i f we plac e the m i n the contex t o f a  Chines e ethnologica l field , w e 
will the n se e th e natur e o f thei r persistenc e an d transformatio n i n 
different localitie s a s wel l a s thei r significanc e t o cultura l identities . We 
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can als o se e thei r role s in the cultura l politic s o f the Chines e i n differen t 
localities. 

The stud y o f Chin a an d th e stud y o f Chines e oversea s hav e bee n 
rather separated , eac h goin g it s ow n way . Mos t scholar s o n Chin a d o 
not fee l th e nee d t o pa y attentio n t o work s o n Chines e oversea s an d 
vice versa. Although country-specifi c studie s are still important and man y 
issues nee d t o be studie d i n this context , i t is also usefu l an d important , 
as thi s chapte r ha s shown , t o relat e th e stud y i n Chin a t o th e stud y o f 
Chinese overseas . Th e Chines e ethnologica l fiel d wil l hel p t o promot e 
this, no t jus t th e linkag e betwee n th e stud y o f Chin a an d Chines e 
overseas bu t als o betwee n Chines e societie s i n differen t countries . 

In thi s increasingl y globalize d world , man y issue s ar e relevan t t o 
study i n the Chines e ethnologica l field . Fo r example , th e effec t o f mas s 
media on cultures is an important phenomenon, an d the effect o f Chines e 
mass medi a o n differen t Chines e communitie s i s a n importan t issue . 
Yang (1997 ) ha s analyze d th e effec t o f mas s medi a i n Shanghai . I n th e 
globalized world , especiall y wit h th e us e o f th e Interne t an d othe r 
modern technology , peopl e ar e no t limited by nationa l boundaries . Th e 
Chinese i n on e localit y ar e expose d t o th e influenc e o f Chines e mas s 
media elsewher e an d increasingl y they share 'commo n set s of programs' , 
allowing them to construct 'transnationa l Chines e imaginary ' (Yan g 1997, 
300, 309) . Fo r example , th e Chines e i n Malaysi a ar e expose d t o th e 
influence o f mas s medi a fro m Taiwa n an d Hon g Kong . Man y Chines e 
Malaysians lear n Cantones e fro m watchin g Cantones e serial s mad e i n 
Hong Kong . Similarly , i n recen t years , mas s medi a (especiall y i n th e 
form o f videos) from Hon g Kong and Taiwan have influenced audience s 
in mainlan d China . A t th e sam e time , mas s medi a an d publication s 
from mainlan d China , especiall y documentar y program s o n Chines e 
arts an d civilizatio n a s wel l a s famou s site s i n China , ar e popula r 
overseas. I t i s relevan t t o stud y th e effect s o f Chines e mas s medi a o n 
ethnic Chines e cultura l identitie s i n differen t part s o f th e world . 

Since mos t o f th e paper s selecte d fo r thi s boo k wer e written , a 
number o f work s o n ethni c Chines e sinc e th e 1990 s hav e adopte d 
various kind s o f transnationa l an d globalize d networ k theoretica l 
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analyses (e.g. , McKeow n 2001 ; On g an d Nonin i 1997) . Th e paper s 
selected fo r publicatio n her e wer e no t originall y writte n i n tha t 
theoretical framework , whic h i s no doubt a n important mode o f analysis . 
As explained , the y wer e writte n i n th e ethnologica l fiel d framework , 
which emphasize s compariso n o f ethni c Chines e betwee n societies . 
The Chines e ethnologica l fiel d i s no t itsel f a  transnationa l theoretica l 
model, bu t i t ca n incorporat e a  transnationalis m perspective , eve n 
though i t emphasizes cultur e rathe r tha n networks . Th e stud y o f ethni c 
Chinese ca n benefi t fro m differen t kind s o f approac h an d theoretica l 
analysis. Th e curren t transnationalis m theoretica l framewor k i s 
important, bu t i t cannot replac e th e comparativ e stud y of ethnic Chines e 
in differen t localities . I  trus t th e paper s selecte d her e contribut e i n a 
small wa y t o th e understandin g o f Chines e communitie s an d Chines e 
cultures. 



Notes 

Chapter 1 

1. A  number o f anthropologist s hav e discusse d th e unit y o f Chines e culture . 
Ward's (1965 , 1985 , 41-60) discussio n o f varieties o f the consciou s mode l i s 
well known . Thi s approach has , for example , influence d L i Yih-yuan (1970 , 
245-6; Ta n 2000 , 26-7) . Watson ha s explore d th e unit y o f Chines e cultur e 
through hi s analysi s o f 'standardizin g th e gods ' (1985) . H e als o argue s tha t 
'orthopraxy (correc t practice ) reigne d ove r orthodox y (correc t belief ) a s th e 
principal mean s o f attainin g an d maintainin g cultura l unity ' i n lat e imperia l 
China (1993 , 84) . ~ 

Chapter 2 

1. I n the languages of the various speech-groups originall y from souther n China , 
the historica l labe l 'Peopl e o f Tang ' i s stil l commonly used . Fo r instance , i n 
Minnanhua o r th e Hokkie n speec h i n us e i n Malaysi a an d Singapore , th e 
term fo r Chines e i s Teng-lang.  I n Cantonese , i t is Tohngyahn. 

2. Fo r a  description o f intermarriag e an d th e formatio n o f Chines e Peranaka n 
identity, se e Tan (1988a) . 

3. Fo r a discussion o n the identification o f the acculturated Chines e in Kelantan , 
see m y articl e (Ta n 1982 , 28-31 ) an d Te o (2003) . Se e Ta n (2002a ) fo r a 
description o f th e Peranakan-typ e Chines e i n Terengganu . 

4. I n th e cas e o f th e Chines e i n Cambodia , Willmot t (1967 , 43 ) mention s tha t 
'intermarriage ha s le d t o assimilatio n eithe r t o Khme r o r t o Chines e societ y 
and nowher e ha s a  separate Sino-Khme r communit y emerged' . 

5. Thi s is reflected i n Violet L. Lai's book (1985 , 37): 
Emma was the envy of her girl friends who were adjusting her new wedding 
holoku ( a princess-style gown with a  ruffled train) . 'You are so smart to 
marry a  Pake  (Chinese) who work s an d bring s home kala  (money ) fo r 
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you to spend.' Someone made a remark about the stinginess of the Pokes, 
and agreed that the Hawaiian husband was more generous, but he onl y 
had land (sometimes) an d little money. 

6. Fo r a  discussion o f missionary activitie s and the acculturatio n o f the Chines e 
in 19th-centur y California , se e Bart h (1964 , 157-73) . 

7. I n her account of Aloiau (Wang Lo Yau), a Chinese immigrant to Hawaii, Violet 
L. Lai (1985) deals with this attitude of ensuring that Chinese remain Chinese . 
The following descriptio n o f Lai (1985, 48) is illuminating: 

Although outwardl y happy , Emm a confide d i n 191 0 when Ros e wa s 
married to En Sue Kong, a Chinese, that she had hoped at least one daughter 
would hav e marrie d a  Hawaiian. Aloiau though t differently . H e urged hi s 
daughters to marry their own kind — Chinese. When they pointed ou t that 
he had married Emma, a Hawaiian-German, h e explained, That' s different . 
When Emm a marrie d me , she took m y name an d becam e Chinese . Now , 
when you girls marry foreign devil , you take his name and become a foreign 
devil, yourself.' 
A story is told of Aloiau's pacing up and down the living room when one of 
Rose's part-Hawaiian suitors came calling all the way from Hilo. To her embar-
rassment, Aloiau kept saying in Chinese, When is he going home, anyway?' 
While he disapprove d o f interracia l marriage s fo r hi s children , h e reacte d 
favorably t o his Hakka sons-in-law , althoug h he was a  Punti because the y 
were a t least Chinese. 

8. Stewar t (1951 , 129 , 225 ) als o mention s marriag e betwee n Chines e coolie s 
and Peruvia n women . 

9. Tok  is a Malay word, and Pek  (i.e., peh o r apeh)  i s a Hokkien term that literally 
means 'father' s elde r brother' . Bot h ar e term s o f addres s fo r ol d peopl e o r 
people (male ) of one's father's generation . Historically , the local people (bot h 
the Malay s an d th e local-bor n Chinese ) use d Pek  o r A-Pek  t o addres s th e 
older immigrants. In time, this term came to imply not only inferior immigran t 
status but also behavior associated with immigrants who had not yet culturally 
adjusted t o the loca l environment . 

10. Fo r a  discussio n o n th e term s Cina  an d Tionghoa  i n Indonesia, se e Coppe l 
and Suryadinat a (1978) . 

11. Ther e are also Chinese who now migrate 'back' to the 'Chinese land', especially 
to th e mor e prosperou s Taiwa n i n the 1980 s [cf . 'Migration : Taiwan' s Ope n 
Door', Far  Eastern  Economic  Review  2 8 (Apri l 1988) : 22 1 an d t o th e 
economically stronger mainland China since the late 1990s (cf. 'Opportunitie s 
in Chin a Entic e Oversea s Chines e Tec h Professional s Returnin g t o China' , 
The San Francisco  Chronicle,  Wednesday , 2  January 2002) . 

12. Th e Chines e i n India ar e distributed mainl y in West Bengal an d Maharashtr a 
(Oxfeld 1993 ; Schermerhorn 1978 , 292). 
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Chapter 3 

1. Fo r works on the Chinese Peranakan i n Indonesia, see , for example , Oetom o 
(1984), Salmon (1981) , Mely Tan (1963) , Skinner (I960) , Suryadinata (1976) , 
and Willmot t (I960) . 

2. Fo r academic studie s o n th e Bab a o f Singapore , see , fo r example , Clamme r 
(1980), Pakir (1986) , Rudolph (1998) , and Tan (1993). 

3. Fo r works o n th e Bab a o f Penang , see , for example , H o (1985) , Ooi (1967) , 
and Tan (1993) . 

4. I n my first articl e on the Peranakan-type Chines e in Kelantan, I  used the ter m 
Peranakan (Ta n 1982) . This influenced th e loca l leaders who decide d t o us e 
the labe l Peranaka n t o describe thei r ow n community , an d thei r associatio n 
formed i n 198 7 was calle d Persatua n Peranaka n Cin a Kelantan . Befor e th e 
formal establishmen t o f the association , th e firs t presiden t discusse d with m e 
the use o f the term 'Peranakan' . 

Chapter 5 

1. Here , I am concerned with the Baba of Melaka only. Many Babas from Melak a 
went to Singapore in the 19t h and earl y 20th centuries and contributed t o th e 
emergence o f th e Bab a communit y there . Th e Baba s als o cal l themselve s 
'Peranakan', whic h i n Mala y mean s 'local-born' . I n Indonesia , th e Chines e 
Peranakans prefe r t o be calle d 'Peranakan ' althoug h the labe l 'Baba ' i s used 
too. ~ ~ " 

2. Th e Chines e i n Malaysia ha d als o launche d a  simila r campaign . Th e sloga n 
was ' duojiang Huayu,  shaoshuo  fangyan'  o r 'spea k mor e Mandarin , les s 
fangyan\ Fangyan  refer s t o Chines e language s othe r tha n th e standar d 
Mandarin, suc h a s Hokkien , Cantonese , Hakk a an d others . Th e campaig n 
may b e see n a s a n attemp t b y th e Chinese-educate d Chines e t o defin e th e 
changing Chines e identity . 

3. I  have discusse d L i Guoliang's pape r i n Tan (1992). 
4. Tudi  de  Nab  an (Voic e o f th e Earth ) b y Jiang Tia n (Go h The n Chye ) wa s 

published i n China in 1989. A number of poets and other writers in and out of 
China hav e reviewe d favorabl y thi s collectio n o f poem s b y a  Chines e 
Malaysian. Ther e i s a  clea r differenc e betwee n reviewer s wh o revie w fro m 
the perspectiv e o f 'Chin a consciousness' , an d thos e wh o revie w fro m th e 
perspective o f the poet's local consciousness. For the China-centric reviewers , 
any suggestion o f the motherland i n the poems i s interpreted a s the Chines e 
poet's lov e o f o r yearning fo r Chin a whereas i n actua l fact , fo r th e poet , hi s 
motherland i s Malaysia . 

5. Whil e ther e ar e monthl y Chines e publication s tha t provid e coverag e o n 
Chinese overseas, these cannot match the frequency, coverag e and distributio n 
of Yazhou  Zhoukan.  O f th e monthly , th e Hon g Kon g base d Depingxian 
Monthly (Dipingxian  Yuekan)  ha s a  regular sectio n tha t provides analysi s of 
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themes o n Chines e overseas , especiall y Chines e i n Indonesi a an d Nort h 
America. 

6. I n 1990 , Premier Li Peng of China, while visiting Malaysia, called upon Chines e 
Malaysians to be good citizen s of Malaysia and contribut e to the developmen t 
of the country. This comment would have been appropriate in the 1950s when 
there were many Chinese who were stil l China-oriented, but today the Chinese 
in Malaysia have identified fully with Malaysia. No wonder Chinese Malaysians 
protested agains t the Chinese Premier's uncalled-for comment . Consequently , 
Li Peng mad e som e clarificatio n befor e leavin g Kual a Lumpu r (Yazhou 
Zhoukan, 3 0 Decembe r 1990 , p . 19). I n Apri l 1992 , a t th e Worl d Chines e 
Conference i n Mauritius, China' s Deputy Minister o f Culture was reported t o 
have remarked that the Chinese in Malaysia should be loyal to Malaysia. Again, 
Chinese Malaysian s wer e angr y a t thi s remar k (Xingzhou  Ribao,  2 8 Apri l 
1992, p. 3) . Obviously, China' s leader s have t o learn mor e abou t th e peopl e 
of Chines e descent , an d t o be mor e sensitiv e t o thei r feelings , especiall y o n 
the questio n o f identity and loyalty . 

Chapter 6 

1. I n Southeas t Asia , the distinctio n o f the Chines e from th e indigenous peopl e 
is stil l maintained , althoug h the y ar e bot h citizen s o f the sam e country . Fo r 
convenience o f discussion , I  keep thi s distinction . 

2. Thes e ar e Chines e who hav e acquire d certai n Malay cultura l characteristics . 
For example, th e young people prefe r t o speak to each othe r in the Malay of 
the Kelanta n dialect . Unlik e th e Bab a o r Chines e Peranaka n i n Melaka, th e 
Peranakan-type Chines e i n Kelanta n stil l spea k a  somewha t acculturate d 
Hokkien (souther n Fujian ) dialect , an d many speak th e loca l Thai, too. For a 
brief descriptio n o f the Peranakan-type Chines e i n Kelantan, se e Tan (1982). 

3. Fo r an analytica l descriptio n o f the affirmativ e actio n polic y in Malaysia, se e 
Lim (1985) . 

4. Becaus e o f the 'specia l position ' o f the Chines e a s a visible minority o r 'non -
indigenous' group disliked and envied, they can become no t only scapegoat s 
for economi c problem s bu t als o scapegoat s i n th e politica l competitio n 
between differen t domesti c politica l forces , a s show n i n th e descriptio n o f 
Mackie. To give another example, the Liberals and the Conservatives in Western 
Canada before th e 1920 s used the Chinese as scapegoats in their competitio n 
for vote s (cf . Ba n 1976 , 348). 

5. Fo r a description o f Sino-Malay relations in Peninsular Malaysia before 1942 , 
see Khoo (1981) . 

6. Se e Le e (1990 ) fo r a  discussio n o n th e rol e o f racia l ideologie s i n colonia l 
Malaya an d i n present-day Malaysia . 

7. I  borrow th e concep t o f imaginatio n fro m Benedic t Anderson' s 'imagine d 
political community ' (Anderso n 1983 , 15). 
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8. Fo r a  critique o f Cox' s theory , se e Mile s (1980) . 
9. Her e I use 'classes ' in a very loose sense to refer to social strata, too. Although 

inaccurate from th e strictly Marxian perspective, i t eases discussion o f a multi-
ethnic societ y lik e Malaysia , wher e mobilizatio n alon g th e clas s lin e i s no t 
distinct. 

10. Althoug h Makab e (1981 ) support s th e spli t labo r marke t theor y i n he r 
comparison o f th e Japanese experienc e i n Brazi l an d Canada , sh e actuall y 
emphasizes general economic competition. The thesis which she arrives at is: 'If 
there is no economic competition between ethnic groups, no antagonism arise s 
between them, nor does one group move to exclude others' (Makabe 1981, 804). 

11. Althoug h the term 'intermediary ' i s often use d nowadays , anthropologist s an d 
sociologists still use 'middleman' . I  have therefore kep t this term in this chapter. 

12. Thi s pape r wa s originall y writte n i n 1989 - Sinc e then , I  have rea d a  goo d 
paper b y Chu n (1989) . Althoug h no t rejectin g th e 'middlema n minority ' 
concept, Chu n stresses the need to look a t the 'socia l relations of production' . 
Although th e Chinese 'middlema n economy ' i n Malaya was characterize d b y 
liquidity and ephemerality, Chun (1989, 254) writes, 'these characteristics were 
representative onl y o f it s materia l force s o f production , t o us e th e Marxis t 
term, an d overlooke d th e socia l relations o f production underlyin g it s mod e 
of operation , whic h coul d no t b e explaine d i n term s o f a  theor y o f th e 
middleman minorit y economy' . Chun' s pape r highlight s th e role s o f th e 
established Chines e merchants , th e secre t societies , th e credi t system , an d 
the cheap labor ; i n other words, he highlight s the institutiona l linkage s bot h 
within and-betwee n th e various Chines e enterprise s i n Malaya , 

13. Othe r scholar s lik e Chandr a Muzaffa r (1987 ) an d Sanus i Osma n (1983 , 20 ) 
have als o suggested thi s approach. Thi s will help to reduce an d avoi d ethni c 
tensions. A  racial approac h t o socio-economi c policie s o r th e allocatio n o f 
resources will only create more ethnic polarization. Socia l justice is the key to 
reducing ethni c tensions , no t fre e marke t no r restructurin g o f societ y alon g 
racial lines . 

14. I  do no t discus s the exchange theor y o f Barth and th e rationa l choic e theor y 
of Banto n here . Those wh o ar e intereste d i n the rationa l choic e theor y ma y 
want t o se e the article s i n Ethnic  and  Racial  Studies,  8  (4) Octobe r 198 5 fo r 
critiques on th e theory . 

Chapter 7 

1. Fo r a  goo d discussio n o n th e debat e o n Confucianis m i n relatio n t o th e 
economic performanc e o f th e littl e dragon s an d Japan, se e Wang Gungw u 
(1991b, 258-72) . 

2. Fo r example , o n 1  August 1985 , The  Star's headlin e wa s 'Tontin e Swindle : 
organizers abscon d wit h $1. 4 million' . Th e repor t mention s tha t abou t 40 0 
people i n Buki t Mertajam (Penan g State ) were cheated b y a  couple tha t fle d 
with th e tontin e (hui)  money . Th e repor t als o mentione d anothe r cas e i n 
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Kuala Lumpu r where a  woman organize r o f hui  cheate d 2 0 tontine member s 
of abou t $200,000 . She was reported t o have fle d t o Hong Kong . 

3. Chi a (1987) reports on a system in Kelantan in which a Malay who sell s rubber 
sheets and lumps to a Chinese dealer does not collect his money there. Instead, 
the Mala y get s hi s grocerie s fro m a  grocery sho p tha t collect s th e paymen t 
from th e rubbe r dealer . The limi t on th e amoun t o f goods tha t the Malay can 
get i s agreed o n beforehand betwee n th e rubber deale r an d the shopkeeper . 
Chia write s abou t xinyong  (trust) . Th e type s o f credi t (includin g credi t 
associations) amon g th e Chines e busines s peopl e i n Kelanta n als o exten d 
'controlled' credi t to Malay business people, but the credit extended i s shorter 
and mor e expensiv e becaus e o f 'th e relativel y wea k credit-ratin g o f Mala y 
businessmen'. 

4. Othe r writer s wh o hav e discusse d xinyong  includ e Rober t H . Sili n (1972) , 
Clifton A . Barton (1983) , and Thomas Menkhof f (1990) . 

5. I n my village in Batu Pahat , Johor, Malaysia , a  Malay shopkeeper o f Javanese 
origin has learned t o use the abacus , which h e uses i n his business . 

6. Variou s writers have written abou t Chines e socia l relations; see fo r example , 
Fried (1953) , Silin (1972), DeGlopper (1972) , and Kin g (1991). 

7. Ther e ar e numerou s report s i n the Sarawak  Gazette  abou t Chines e trader s 
losing their heads. For example, C.A. Bampfylde (1895 ) reported that a Chinese 
called A h Lian g fro m Belag a i n interio r Sarawa k los t hi s hea d t o th e Lep u 
Jingan people . Charle s Hose (1897a , 74) , a resident o f Baram reported tha t a 
Chinese trader called Ah Pin who was killed at night in his boat at Long Lobang 
in th e Tinjar . Hos e (1897b , 147 ) als o reporte d tha t anothe r Chines e calle d 
Wang Ka who was murdered i n Baloit and tha t his head was in a 'head feast ' 
held in Upper Baloit . For a study on Chinese pioneers i n Sarawak, se e Danie l 
Chew (1990) . 

8. I  interviewed M r Sim Thoon Soo n on 1 0 June 1989 - He was the headma n i n 
Trusan. 

9. Althoug h Hsu studied the Minjia i n Yunnan, who identify a s Bai today (cf. Wu 
1990), his argument was generall y relevant to the Ha n Chinese . 

10. Wickber g (1965 , 16 ) report s tha t th e Chines e i n th e Philippine s durin g th e 
Spanish perio d accepte d baptis m a s a  shrewd busines s move . The religiou s 
policy o f th e Spanis h governmen t encourage d conversio n t o th e Roma n 
Catholic faith , an d a  Chines e wh o converte d go t t o enjo y a  numbe r o f 
advantages: 'Besides reduced taxes , land grants and freedom t o reside almos t 
anywhere, on e acquire d a  Spanish godparent , wh o coul d b e counte d upo n 
as a  bondsman, creditor , patro n an d protecto r i n legal terms. ' 

11. Fo r anthropologica l studie s o n Chines e socialization , se e fo r example , 
Diamond (1969 , 30-45), Ward (1970) , and Wolf (1970, 37-62) . 

12. Chines e bank s hav e appeare d sinc e th e beginnin g o f the 20t h century . Fo r 
example, Kwon g Yi k Bank , th e firs t Chines e ban k i n Singapore , wa s 
established i n 1903 ; se e Son g (1923 , 353) . I n th e Dutc h Eas t Indies , th e 
legendary Oe i Tiong Ham (1865-1924) establishe d hi s Oei Tiong Ham Ban k 
in 190 6 (Suryadinata 1988 , 263). 
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13- Bot h the Dutch and the British colonial governments practiced excise farming . 
In Malaya, th e farming syste m covere d opium , gambling , spirits , and pawn -
broking. Well-known ric h Chinese o f the colonia l period in Malaya like Kho o 
Thean Teik, Yap Ah Loy and Loke Yew all benefited fro m revenue farms (Kho o 
1988). Chines e merchant s wh o obtaine d monopol y farm s fro m th e Dutc h 
government i n Indonesia als o grew rich (The 1989) . 

14. Mos t writer s o n Chines e economi c performanc e i n Southeas t Asi a ten d t o 
forget abou t the role of cheap labor . Chun (1989) is an exception . This facto r 
is important , bu t i t was no t th e onl y majo r factor . Furthermore , i t could no t 
explain th e Chines e domination i n retai l trade . 

15. I n hi s paper , 'Littl e Dragon s o n th e Confucia n Periphery' , Gungw u Wan g 
(1991b) refers to this as state Confucianism, officia l Confucianism , an d imperia l 
Confucianism. 

16. The  Malay Mail  (3 0 Septembe r 1991 , 21), unde r th e headin g ' A lesson i n 
Chinese bureaucracy' , report s on th e scenari o o f red tape an d inefficienc y o f 
Chinese customs , which hinde r internationa l trade . 

17. Fo r ethnographic studie s on kinship and commerc e o f the people o f Chines e 
descent, se e Omohundr o (1981 ) and Davi d Wu (1982, 87-106). 

18. I n addition, Southeast  Asian  Studies,  vol . 27 no. 2  (Japan, Septembe r 1989 ) is 
on 'Oe i Tiong Ha m Concern : Th e Firs t Business Empir e o f Southeas t Asia' . 
The three major article s are by Yoshihara Kunio , Onghokham, an d Charles A. 
Coppel. 

19. Far  Eastern Economic  Review,  1  February 1991 , 46-9- See also Sia (1993). 
20. I n Indonesia, Chines e business peopl e who collaborate with members o f th e 

Indonesian power elite are called cukong  (Hokkie n for 'master'). A well-known 
example i s Liem Sio e Liong , wh o wa s closel y linke d t o Presiden t Suharto . 
He headed Indonesia's (and the world's) largest Chinese-owned conglomerat e 
called Salim Group. However, since the fall of Suharto in 1998, Liem's business 
interest i n Indonesi a ha s bee n affecte d badly . See  Far Eastern  Economic 
Review, 1 4 March 1991 , 46-52; MacKie (199D; and Suryadinat a (1988) . 

21. See  Yazhou  Zhoukan,  Asiaweek  (Chines e version) , 2 5 August 1991 , 38-40; 
and Nanyang  Shangbao,  1 3 August 1991 , 1. 
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