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Introduction: The Chinese Diaspor a and 
Voluntary Associations 
Khun Eng Kuah-Pearce an d Evelyn Hu-Dehar t 

The Chines e Diaspora : The Concep t an d the Phenomeno n 

During th e pas t decad e o r so , when speakin g o f Chinese outsid e China , th e 
words "Chinese " and "diaspora " in Anglophone literatur e hav e been linke d 
like conjoine d twins , coexistin g b y necessity an d har d t o separat e withou t 
risking injury t o the other . Another way of looking a t it is that th e proces s o f 
"Chinese immigration " has practically given way to a  seemingly open-ended , 
circulatory movement called the "Chines e diaspora," the "Chines e immigrant " 
and even the "ethni c Chinese" rendered a s "diasporic Chinese" or as "Chinese 
in the diaspora," while the well-worn term "oversea s Chinese" seems hopelessly 
old-fashioned. Whe n exactl y th e notio n o f th e Chines e diaspor a wa s firs t 
articulated an d b y whom i s not clear , but i t was used a s early as 1960 , when 
University o f Chicago-traine d Chines e American sociologis t Ros e Hu m Le e 
described Chinatown s as "communities in diaspora" (Le e 1960) . In tha t sam e 
decade, the eminent China scholar Maurice Freedman o f the London Schoo l 
of Economics and Political Science, in his seminal piece on Chinese voluntary 
associations i n nineteenth-centur y Singapore , als o allude d t o th e Chines e 
diaspora (Freedma n 1967) . 

At the same time , although thi s conceptual and terminologica l shif t from 
immigration t o diaspora may be patently obvious in Englis h publication s o n 
the subject , i t doe s no t appea r i n Chinese-languag e publications , fo r th e 
simple reaso n tha t ther e i s n o wor d o r eas y phras e fo r th e ide a o f 
"diaspora," suggesting tha t i t does no t ye t exis t a s a well-formed concep t i n 
Chinese an d fo r China-base d scholars . To be sure , the familia r couple t "luo-
di-sen-gen, luo-ye-gui-gen" (^irtti^i ^ >  fillSlSMll ) capture s th e ke y essence o f 
diaspora, i n that , indeed , migratin g Chines e d o pu t dow n ne w roots wher e 
they lan d bu t prefe r t o return t o th e origina l root s when lif e ends , eve n i f 
many do not do so in fact. But much o f what happens between and afterward s 
is lef t unsaid . Eve n so , th e China-centere d perspectiv e o f globa l Chines e 
migration ha s ha d t o tak e int o consideratio n th e diaspor a phenomenon , 
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whether a  ter m fo r i t i n Chines e exist s o r not . An d concomitantly , th e 
necessarily transnationa l approac h t o diaspor a i s playe d ou t agains t th e 
background o f Chin a a s perceived, experience d an d imagined , an d always , 
implicitly i f not explicitly , a s one o f the node s i n th e circui t o f interaction . 

We d o no t propos e t o explor e an d debat e th e validit y o f th e Chines e 
diaspora a s a  phenomeno n i n thi s volume —  we accep t i t a s a  given —  s o 
much a s t o contribut e t o th e dynami c ongoin g projec t o f clarifyin g it s 
boundaries, primar y characteristics , change s an d continuitie s over  time and 
space. W e recognize that , fundamentally , diaspor a argue s fo r a  comparativ e 
perspective o n th e experience s o f thos e wh o hav e lef t th e homelan d an d 
settled elsewher e t o work, live , build communitie s an d eve n entir e societie s 
and new nations; to procreate and reproduce themselve s as collectivities while 
forming an d redefining relationship s as well as confirming an d re-articulatin g 
identities. In adoptin g the us e of this concept an d term , we are interested i n 
exploring cultura l commonalitie s an d variation s withi n an d amon g th e 
different an d diffuse d Chines e communities , exploring common thread s an d 
variations o f ideologies, cultura l an d religiou s practices, rites and ritual s tha t 
bind the m togethe r an d portra y the m a s distinctively Chinese . We are als o 
mindful tha t diaspora s transcen d nationa l historie s while alway s interactin g 
with them . 

In th e Chines e case , ove r th e cours e o f thre e t o fou r centurie s o f 
migration an d resettlemen t acros s the glob e tha t continue s t o thi s moment , 
for th e mos t par t migrant s an d thei r descendant s hav e no t abandone d 
attachment t o som e for m o f ethni c o r subethni c Chines e identity . Equall y 
impressive, many have maintaine d ties —  emotional, financial , physica l an d 
otherwise — or seek to recreate thos e ties , with ancestral villages and region s 
(Sinn 1997 ; Louie 2004) . At th e sam e time , communitie s i n th e diaspor a 
invent and express new varieties and variations of Chinese culture and identit y 
as the y interac t wit h native s an d othe r immigran t group s inhabitin g an d 
contesting for place and power in the same space. It is through suc h identitie s 
and identifications tha t we speak of the phenomenon o f the Chinese diaspora . 
We ca n identif y certai n othe r distinctiv e feature s o f th e Chines e diaspora , 
especially in compariso n wit h othe r grea t an d endurin g diaspora s o f huma n 
history. 

Indeed, world histor y is replete with diasporas , starting with th e ancien t 
Greeks who gave us the nam e "diaspora " with thei r practic e o f intentionall y 
planting colonies in other lands for cultura l propagation an d to advance trad e 
relations. Diaspor a ha s perhap s bee n mos t frequentl y associate d wit h th e 
traumatic forced expulsio n o f Jews from thei r ancient homeland o f Israel an d 
subsequent dispersa l throughou t th e world. These dispersed communitie s i n 
exile maintai n a  collectiv e memor y o f an d fierc e loyalt y t o thei r origina l 
homeland, an d pledg e a s their primary mission a s a people an d a  culture t o 
regain an d retur n t o tha t homelan d an d t o restor e i t t o it s former securit y 
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and prosperity . I n th e Jewish Diaspora , man y o f thes e Jews might no t hav e 
relationships a t al l with th e homeland , no r ca n the y all , a s al l evidenc e o f 
their connectio n ha s long gone an d th e onl y thing tha t tied them t o Israel is 
their sens e o f Jewishness. That desir e o f return ha s been furthe r fuele d b y a 
troubled relationshi p with host societies that they feel canno t o r will not full y 
accept an d integrat e the m a s socia l equals . Finally , thi s share d visio n o f 
themselves an d thei r relationshi p t o th e homelan d ha s create d a  uniqu e 
"ethnocommunal consciousnes s an d solidarity " tha t link s Jewish peopl e 
everywhere and defines the m as a diaspora (Safra n 1991) . This millennia-lon g 
Jewish experienc e ca n b e see n a s a prototype o f diaspora tha t embodie s ke y 
defining characteristics . At the sam e time , the fac t tha t Jews have recapture d 
and re-establishe d thei r homelan d i n moder n Israel , an d tha t trouble d 
relationships with hos t societie s and antijewis h discriminatio n an d isolatio n 
have bee n significantl y diminishe d throughou t th e world , doe s be g th e 
question o f whither th e Jewish Diaspora , an d ha s i t ended? For , give n thi s 
definition o f diaspora , create d i n a  specifi c historica l momen t o f force d 
expulsion fro m thei r homelan d an d maintaine d fo r millenni a b y the driv e 
to return , whe n tha t re tur n movemen t attaine d it s goal s wit h th e re -
establishment o f Israe l afte r Worl d Wa r I I an d th e Holocaust , the n th e 
diaspora shoul d logicall y en d wit h th e retur n o f al l Jews, wh o ha d bee n 
yearning fo r a  safe hom e o f thei r ow n while i n exile . 

Of course , this is not happening, an d Jews are not returning e n mass e t o 
Israel, for to o many have become, in fact , full y integrate d i n thei r respectiv e 
societies and assimilate d t o differen t nationa l cultures ; nevertheless, despit e 
some political differences wit h Israel, they support Israel financially and , mos t 
critically, lend the full weight of their political clout in the US and throughou t 
the Wester n worl d t o pus h fo r policie s tha t ensur e th e surviva l o f a 
beleaguered Israe l surrounded b y hostile neighbors . In thi s sense, the stron g 
sense o f co-ethni c identit y an d solidarit y wit h eac h othe r an d wit h Israe l 
maintains th e momentu m behin d th e Jewish Diaspora . 

The othe r grea t diaspor a tha t mos t closel y resemble s th e Jewis h 
experience i n it s creation b y a traumati c expulsio n i s the African diaspora , 
engendered b y the forced remova l o f tens of millions of men an d women o f 
many ethni c group s ou t o f Afric a ove r fou r centuries , t o b e disperse d 
throughout th e America s a s slaves . Unified initiall y b y the dehumanizin g 
regime o f slaver y and late r reinforce d b y the demeanin g regim e o f racism , 
descendants o f slaves identify with each othe r throug h rac e as "black" people, 
and hav e create d multipl e expression s an d meaning s o f blackness throug h 
culture — music, dance, art , literature —  in thei r diaspor a inspired b y these 
common experiences . For th e mos t part , the y are no t drive n b y a return-to -
Africa movemen t bu t ar e mor e intereste d i n dismantlin g anti-blac k racis m 
and fightin g fo r equa l right s an d civi l rights in th e multiracia l societie s the y 
have engendere d b y their very presence . 
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In mapping the Chinese diaspora, we see that it shares some of the centra l 
characteristics o f these larg e an d persisten t diaspora s bu t als o deviates fro m 
them i n notabl e ways . If not amon g th e oldest , certainl y one o f the longest , 
continuous an d continuin g mas s migrations fro m on e centra l location , th e 
25 millio n o r s o people s o f Chines e descen t livin g outsid e Chin a itsel f 
represent th e Chines e diaspora . They and thei r ancestor s canno t b e sai d t o 
have bee n forcefull y expelle d fro m Chin a e n masse , althoug h sever e 
hardships, violen t conflict s an d natura l disaster s hav e force d the m t o see k 
livelihoods an d bette r economi c opportunitie s beyon d th e confine s o f thei r 
own homelands . To be sure , when out-migratio n greatl y accelerated aroun d 
the mid-nineteent h century , th e Opiu m Wars , th e Taipin g Rebellio n an d 
other loca l an d regiona l peasan t uprising s acte d a s push factor s tha t drov e 
many to leave China. These forces were probably secondary to floods, famine s 
and th e oft-cite d demographi c growt h an d subsequen t pressur e o n th e lan d 
that impelle d s o man y t o leav e home ; man y other s no t necessaril y i n dir e 
conditions lef t Chin a i n searc h o f trade an d busines s opportunities . Overall , 
it canno t b e sai d tha t th e Chines e wer e traumaticall y expelle d fro m thei r 
homeland. Thei r reasons for leaving home were not materially different fro m 
those o f the Irish , th e Lebanese , the Japanese, th e Italians , and Sout h Asian s 
of man y ethnicitie s an d religion s (Cohe n 1997) . Undoubtedly , apar t fro m 
disasters, th e migrant s suffere d fro m trauma s a s a  resul t o f migration . Th e 
relationship betwee n migratio n an d trauma s an d disaster s ha s bee n wel l 
documented (Va n Hear 1998) . In othe r words, the reasons for leavin g hom e 
and stayin g away for lon g periods eventuall y extending int o generations ar e 
many an d varied ; thes e globa l migration s hav e give n ris e t o a  "rang e o f 
phenomena" tha t ca n b e sai d t o constitute diaspora s (Cliffor d 1997) . 

The Chines e migrant s o f th e nineteent h an d earl y twentiet h centurie s 
consisted overwhelmingl y o f single men, although no t necessarily unmarrie d 
and without families , fo r wives and childre n were usually left behin d initiall y 
(Qing polic y actuall y prohibite d out-migratio n o f Chines e wome n an d 
children) an d the n late r beckone d t o join th e migrant ; o r migrant s forme d 
families wit h loca l women. Th e majorit y o f the migrant s durin g thi s perio d 
were fro m th e tw o southern province s o f Fujian an d Guangdong , primaril y 
able-bodied me n fro m rura l villages ranging in age from sixtee n t o fifty; the y 
went under th e credit-ticke t syste m or a s contract laborer s commonl y calle d 
coolies, boun d fo r five - to eight-yea r terms . These me n wer e attracte d t o a 
variety of frontier an d newl y developing economic regions o f Southeast Asia, 
California an d th e American West , t o th e borderland s betwee n th e U S an d 
Mexico, an d t o plantation societie s o f the Caribbea n an d Lati n America . I n 
all these environments, first labor and then busines s opportunities abounded . 

Most o f th e destination s fo r Chines e migrant s wer e stil l Europea n 
colonies, o r recentl y decolonized territories , where the y were introduce d a s 
a deterritorialize d intermediat e secto r betwee n native s bound t o thei r lan d 
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and villages , an d colonia l master s an d administrator s assigne d t o extrac t 
wealth an d maintai n contro l i n th e empire . Simpl y put , Europea n an d 
American capitalist s needed larg e number s o f Chinese laborer s an d a smal l 
group of merchants and professionals a s partners in their imperial enterprise . 
Although encourage d t o feel superio r b y race an d civilization t o subjugat e 
native populations , n o matte r ho w successful an d prosperous the y became , 
Chinese i n th e diaspor a wer e neve r accepte d a s socia l equal s an d rarel y 
accorded metropolita n citizenshi p by European colonia l powers . 

In European settle r societies like the United States , Canada and Australia, 
which ha d long she d thei r colonize d statu s and installed whit e supremacis t 
social structures , Chinese an d other Asian immigrant s were denied th e righ t 
to citizenship an d other right s such as landownership, inter-racia l marriage , 
access to educatio n an d high status , well-paid jobs an d professions. I n fact , 
Chinese and other Asian immigrants to the US were simply marked as "aliens 
ineligible fo r citizenship, " a  legal statu s no t lifted unti l afte r Worl d War II. 
The sum of these difficult experience s sheds light on one of the most commo n 
characteristics o f why some migration s becom e diasporas : a  tense, troubled , 
tenuous an d tortuous relationship wit h al l elements o f the receiving societ y 
with who m the y hav e t o interac t —  the othe r people s wh o inhabit it , th e 
working clas s and th e loca l elit e wit h who m the y compet e a s workers an d 
business people , an d the governin g politica l system . When face d wit h thi s 
situation, Chines e migran t communitie s hav e develope d way s o f over t 
resistance bu t also accommodationis t practices , al l for th e purpose o f self -
defence, protection , an d survival . Thi s commo n experienc e o f rejection , 
marginalization, discriminatio n an d oppression b y host societies encourage s 
diasporic Chines e communitie s t o forge a  strong sense of identification an d 
empathy for each other' s common plight , and develop mechanisms for quic k 
mobilization in mutual support when one of them comes under vicious nativist 
attack (Cohe n 1997 ; Clifford 1997) . 

For al l of the nineteenth centur y and at least hal f of the twentieth , th e 
inability t o b e full y accepte d an d integrate d int o hos t societie s trumpe d 
whatever desir e diaspori c Chinese migh t have had to assimilate into anothe r 
cultural and national identity , the only way that could have ended thei r sens e 
of displacemen t an d exile . For them, th e final referenc e fo r hom e remain s 
their hom e villag e an d region, qiaoxiang  (ffif̂ P) an d eventually Chin a itself , 
which was never occupied o r destroyed. So, for diasporic Chinese , the return-
to-China movemen t has had a very different meanin g from th e meaning fo r 
Jews, Africans , Palestinians , Armenians , wh o must firs t reconque r an d re-
establish a  los t hom e t o retur n to . Instead , Chines e retur n i n orde r t o 
compensate for their deterritorialization abroa d by re territorializing at home, 
strengthening thei r root s t o qiaoxiang  and nation . 

Chinese migrant s reconnect with China in another significan t way . Shut 
out o f political participatio n wher e the y resettled , the y became susceptibl e 
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to th e sire n call s o f homelan d politic s i n th e twentiet h century , beginnin g 
with th e fiercely competitiv e faction s o f reformers an d revolutionarie s o f th e 
turn o f th e century , culminatin g wit h th e lon g an d bitte r politica l rivalr y 
between th e KM T regim e unde r Chian g Kai-she k i n Taiwa n an d th e PR C 
regime in China . Such identification an d involvemen t with homeland politic s 
came a t a  hig h pric e fo r Chines e communitie s i n th e diaspora , fo r thes e 
practices clashe d directl y with rising new nationalisms i n som e case s and, i n 
others, wit h th e fea r o f losin g contro l ove r nationa l border s unde r lat e 
capitalist globalization . I n bot h kind s o f instance , eve n well-establishe d 
Chinese communitie s ar e see n a s disloyal, untrustworthy an d undependabl e 
allies o f th e nationalis t developmen t project , an d minimall y suspecte d o f 
harboring dua l loyalties . 

Chinese migrants , i f the y had th e financia l means , were alway s able t o 
return hom e unti l th e Communis t regim e close d th e door s t o movemen t o f 
people an d capita l i n an d ou t o f Chin a fo r severa l decade s afte r the y too k 
power in 1949 , not to re-open unti l later in the twentieth century . At the sam e 
time, the fear o f Communism has , to a certain extent , resulted in self-impose d 
exile fo r man y hav e chose n no t t o visi t th e homeland . Durin g thi s close d 
period, th e worl d als o change d dramatically , highlighte d b y furthe r 
decolonization i n the Western empires , the challenge of socialism in the Thir d 
World, th e ris e an d fal l o f th e Col d War , an d th e tr iump h o f libera l 
democracies worldwide, including the dismantling o f institutionalized racis m 
and raciall y exclusive policie s in white supremacis t societie s such a s the US , 
Canada an d Australia. This means that , for th e first tim e in history , diaspori c 
Chinese ar e accorde d th e right s o f citizenship an d belongin g i n societie s o f 
settlement. 

Voluntary Associations i n the Diaspor a 

Aiding an d abettin g Chines e migratio n an d settlemen t abroad , i n tur n 
enabling th e creation , expansion , maintenanc e an d transformatio n o f th e 
diaspora, are a plethora of social organizations tha t the migrants brought with 
them a s part of their individua l and collective lived experience a s men i n th e 
quite mobile , ofte n volatile , frequentl y violent , an d alway s competitiv e 
environment o f sout h China , specificall y th e province s o f Guangdon g an d 
Fujian. I n thi s volume , w e us e th e ter m "voluntar y association " t o refe r 
generically to those associations that originate out of the migrant communitie s 
and ar e controlle d b y them, henc e no t officia l an d non-governmental , eve n 
though man y o f these migh t have worked i n collaboratio n wit h th e colonia l 
governments o r the governments o f the hos t country. Thus, we exclude suc h 
colonial institutions of direct socia l control a s the kapitan  in Dutch Indonesi a 
or th e congregations  of French Indochina . As membership organization s ope n 
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to Chinese who meet the admission criteria , they are in principal non-coerciv e 
in tha t membership an d participatio n i s voluntary an d optional . 

Internal Chines e migrant s fro m a t leas t th e fifteent h centur y wh o 
travelled t o Beijin g t o tak e imperia l exams , o r t o othe r bi g citie s fo r trad e 
and business , or when drive n by natural o r human-made force s t o move an d 
relocate elsewhere , gathere d aroun d voluntar y associations , calle d huiguan 

(HHiO , there t o see k hostel , credit , information , companionship , a  piec e 
of hom e awa y from hom e (M a 1984 ; Ng 1992 ; Wickberg 1994 ; Cole 1996 ; 
Honig 1996) . These self-help , mutua l ai d organization s wer e transplante d 
abroad a s soon a s enough tongxiang  (I^^P) ha d arrive d a t any one location . 

As numbers grew and destinations spread, variations of huiguan  appeared , 
organized alon g cla n (surname) , lineage , district , region , o r dialec t lines , 
whichever appeare d mos t logica l an d practica l t o serv e th e need s o f ne w 
migrants making th e transitio n t o an alie n an d ofte n hostil e place and a  new 
life (Hick s 1996) . If necessary, severa l clans o r contiguou s district s coul d b e 
combined t o form on e huiguan,  which neede d a  certain siz e to be viable an d 
competitive with other huiguan.  As migrants are typically men arrivin g without 
kin o r family, tha t is, wives and children , these huiguan  become i n effect thei r 
families awa y from home , thei r surviva l strategy (La i 1987 ; Wickberg 1994) . 
But becaus e o f thi s singula r an d consisten t characteristi c unti l lat e i n th e 
twentieth centur y when a  few women finall y becam e member s an d electe d 
officers, huiguan  historicall y hav e bee n patriarcha l organization s i n a  ver y 
gendered space . Huiguan  wor k because the y bind member s togethe r int o a 
"moral community " in which member s shar e a  sense o f duty and obligation s 
(Liu 2000 : 106 , citin g Gar y Hamilton) . The y ar e structurall y hierarchical , 
controlled b y wealthy merchants and governed i n an authoritarian , top-dow n 
fashion. I n this respect, huiguan  also reflect clas s divisions and strive to contai n 
class conflicts within th e community . To minimize competitio n amon g them , 
which coul d becom e fierce  an d mutuall y destructive , th e differen t huiguan 
might federate int o one umbrella organization with an overarching governin g 
board —  rotatin g president s amon g the m fo r harmon y an d stabilit y — 
typically functioning unde r th e benign nam e o f a benevolent society , such a s 
San Francisco' s Chines e Consolidate d Benevolen t Association , CCBA , als o 
known a s the Si x Companies (althoug h i t actually comprised seve n huiguan) , 
or Peru' s Sociedad  de Beneficiencia China  (Ng 1992 ; Lai 1987 ; Ma 1991) . So, i t 
can b e see n tha t huiguan  wa s an adaptiv e mechanis m fo r Chines e migrant s 
and a n adaptabl e institution . 

To local governments, these huiguan  became the primary mechanism fo r 
internal social control of the Chinese community. The head of San Francisco' s 
CCBA, fo r example , wa s informall y know n a s th e "mayo r o f Chinatown, " 
expected t o mediate conflicts among Chinese and resolve other political issues 
without having to resort to local authorities. Recognized thus as the unofficia l 
government insid e th e Chines e community , huiguan  federations becam e th e 
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de facto ruling strategy of the colonial or national state (Chi n 1996 ; Heidhues 
1974; Lai 1987) . 

In time , huiguan  activitie s expand an d fal l int o si x broad categories : (1 ) 
economic, t o advanc e an d protec t members ' commercia l an d financial 
interests; (2 ) political , administrative an d judicial, to lobby local officials an d 
settle dispute s amon g member s without outsid e interferenc e an d ofte n wit h 
the blessin g of the loca l authorities ; (3 ) educationa l an d cultural , t o provid e 
lodging, credit , an d school s fo r th e children ; (4 ) socia l an d entertainment , 
to organiz e performances , banquet s an d othe r larg e communit y socia l 
functions; (5 ) religious , to maintain temple s and hall s dedicated t o the clan , 
lineage o r nativ e plac e deitie s an d thu s promot e grou p solidarity ; an d (6 ) 
philanthropic, fo r charitabl e givin g t o burials , emergenc y ai d fo r natura l 
disasters, building road s an d school s (Col e 1996) . As these activitie s clearl y 
indicate, as a diasporic community becomes more established and prosperous , 
the divers e an d ubiquitou s huiguan  expan d thei r role s beyon d satisfyin g 
immediate migran t need s t o identifyin g way s t o hel p th e clan , lineag e o r 
native place . In th e presen t era , when mos t diasporic Chines e ar e n o longe r 
marginalized outsider s bu t activ e citizen s an d aggressiv e busines s people , 
huiguan networking has become global, as Hakka huiguan  around the diaspor a 
organize internationa l reunions , Teoche w huiguan  hol d internationa l 
conventions, and, not to be outdone , Fujian huiguan  support thei r own world 
conventions. Similarly , twenty-tw o clan/surname-base d Gua n huiguan  hav e 
held thei r ow n Worl d Gua n Associatio n meeting . Thes e globa l huiguan 
networks in turn facilitate transnationa l practices of postcolonial, postmoder n 
diasporic Chines e capitalist s o f th e Asia-Pacific , onc e agai n demonstratin g 
huiguan a s a n adaptiv e mechanis m an d it s adaptabilit y t o changin g 
environments (Li u 2000 ; Nonini 2001 ; Hu-DeHart 1999) . 

Another typ e o f associatio n tha t accompanie d th e Chines e migrant s 
overseas i s commonl y know n a s Triads o r secre t societies , als o identifie d 
historically b y the term s kongsi  (^Kj) ,  tong  (Ht)  an d hui  (H* ) (Ownb y an d 
Heidhues 1993 ; Ownby 1993 a an d 1993b ; M a 1991) . Basically , thes e ar e 
fraternal organization s o r swor n brotherhoods marke d b y open membershi p 
of unrelated individual s united by pursuit o f a common goal . Members swea r 
allegiance t o the organizatio n an d t o each othe r by a blood oat h an d pledg e 
to adhere t o strict rules and rituals . The hui  and kongsi  predated th e huiguan 
among earl y migrants , i n tha t the y wer e simple r an d mor e informa l 
institutions catering to the need s of marginalized young men lef t adrif t ami d 
social turmoil i n Chin a itself, drawn oversea s as laborers, particularly to work 
in pre-colonia l frontie r region s suc h a s Taiwan o r Southeas t Asia . Withou t 
the protectio n o f traditional lineage , village, clan o r state , the kongsi  form o f 
hui mobilize d thes e singl e me n int o a  cooperative , egalitaria n productio n 
system, non-elit e an d proto-democrati c i n structur e an d orientation . A good 
example i s the earl y nineteenth-century kongsi  on peppe r an d gambie r an d 
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tin plantations in Singapore (Ownb y 1993a and 1993b ; Heidhues 1993 ; Trocki 
1993; Freedman 1960) . In fact, the very first documented voluntary association 
formed b y Chinese merchant s i n Sa n Francisc o i n 184 8 carrie d th e nam e 
kongsi rather tha n huiguan  (La i 1987) . 

In Chin a itself , triad s an d secre t societie s becam e controversia l socia l 
organizat ions whe n the y becam e heavil y involve d i n ant i-Manch u 
revolutionary activities , thereby incurring th e wrath of the Qin g state and all -
out effort s t o suppress the m (Chesneau x 1971) , although th e exten t o f thei r 
devotion t o revolution ha s probably been exaggerate d (Ownb y and Heidhue s 
1993). Although suc h anti-Manch u activis m was transplanted overseas , it did 
not for th e most part consume th e energies of members in the diaspora , unti l 
the turn o f the twentieth century , when tha t ardor was rekindled by reformer s 
and revolutionarie s suc h a s Kang Youwe i an d Su n Yat-sen , who se t ou t t o 
generate revolutionar y fervo r an d rais e funds i n th e migran t communities , 
instilling earl y stirrings o f Chinese nationalis m amon g th e migrants . For th e 
most part , however , secre t societie s i n th e diaspor a performe d man y o f th e 
same function s a s huiguan  i n providin g mutua l aid , protect io n an d 
companionship, but were perceived as less authoritarian, less hierarchical an d 
more working-class oriented (Chon g 1998) . In colonia l Southeast Asia, secre t 
societies were generall y permitte d t o exis t a s "lega l voluntar y associations ' 
that assiste d i n th e contro l o f the Chines e population " (Ownb y 1993a : 19) . 
Most importantly , huiguan  an d brotherhood s constitute d enormous , far -
reaching migran t network s tha t linke d th e man y node s o f th e diaspora , 
facilitating transnationa l interactions , relationship s an d practice s whil e 
simultaneously providing the connective tissu e with home village, region an d 
eventually nation (McKeow n 2001) . 

Triads proliferated alon g with huiguan  al l over th e diaspora , an d b y th e 
end o f the nineteent h centur y began t o compet e fiercely  an d violently with 
each othe r an d variou s huiguan  fo r membership , eve n thoug h membershi p 
in on e typ e of organization di d no t preclude participatio n i n th e othe r type . 
But i t was thei r involvemen t with crimina l activitie s associate d wit h opium , 
gambling an d prostitutio n tha t invite d th e unwante d attentio n o f th e stat e 
authorities, particularly in th e US , which ha d mad e thes e profitabl e activitie s 
illegal. Triads probably engaged i n suc h activitie s not just because the y were 
profitable bu t a s a n extensio n o f recreationa l service s the y attempte d t o 
provide thei r humble , working-clas s members , devoi d o f families , femal e 
companionship wit h som e outle t fo r thei r misery , boredom an d loneliness . 
Competition fo r thes e lucrative crimina l activitie s pitted lodge s against eac h 
other, resultin g i n internecin e violenc e withi n Chines e communitie s 
ominously dubbe d "ton g wars" in th e U S an d othe r part s o f th e America s 
(Ma 1991) . Of al l these face s o f secre t societie s an d triads , what remain s i n 
Chinatowns toda y appea r t o b e th e crimina l elements , sourc e o f violence , 
extortion an d embarrassmen t fo r Chines e communitie s (Chi n 1996) . 
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Political partie s als o appeared an d flourishe d i n diaspori c communities . 
Indeed, Su n Yat-sen practically gave birth t o the Kuomingtang in th e Chines e 
diaspora (Tsa i 1983 ; Lai 1991) . Quasi-politica l association s oriente d no t 
towards homeland politic s but rathe r t o th e hos t society political syste m an d 
values, which coul d b e broadl y describe d a s civi l rights organizations , wer e 
organized i n th e U S as early a s the 1880s , in direc t respons e t o th e Chinese 
Exclusion Act which provoked earl y and vigorous organized protes t by the Six 
Companies an d othe r communit y associations . Th e Chines e Equa l Right s 
League wa s formed i n 188 4 in Ne w York City by Wong Chi n Fo o "t o obtai n 
representation an d recognitio n i n American politics, " specifically t o protec t 
the righ t t o vote o n th e par t o f th e handfu l o f Chines e who , lik e him , ha d 
become naturalize d U S citizen s befor e th e Exclusion  Act  foreclosed suc h 
possibilities. Wong was also co-founder o f the Chines e Cigarmarkers ' Union , 
another kin d o f association representin g specifi c interest s o f the communit y 
(Zhang 1998) . A contemporaneous competin g civi l rights organization , th e 
Native Son s o f th e Golde n States , soo n rename d th e Chines e America n 
Citizens Alliance, was founded t o defend th e citizenshi p right s o f the 4,76 7 
American-born Chinese , hence citizens , recorded in the 190 0 census. Leaders 
of thes e organizat ion s becam e involve d wit h Chines e refor m an d 
revolutionary groups wooing suppor t i n America a s well as with tria d lodge s 
such a s the Chee Kung Tong (Zhigongtang) , also called Chinese Freemason s 
(Chongl998). 

Transition from Diaspori c t o Post-Diasporic Communitie s 

One o f the key issues during the early waves of migration concerne d th e statu s 
of thes e Chines e migrants . The y were regarde d a s sojourners whos e sta y in 
the hos t countr y wa s seen a s temporary . A s such, the y went t o work i n th e 
hope o f making a  fortune an d dreame d o f retiring t o thei r nativ e village. A 
few marrie d loca l women an d forme d families , bu t thos e wh o ha d mad e a 
fortune returne d t o th e village t o find a  Chinese wife . After marriage , the y 
went back to the diaspor a an d eventuall y sent for thei r families t o join them . 
The leas t fortunate wer e those who failed t o amass wealth or were considere d 
failures; embarrasse d t o return hom e empty-handed , the y simply eked ou t a 
living overseas an d los t contac t with thei r village kin . 

During thes e earl y years , b e i t i n colonia l Southeas t Asi a o r whit e 
American o r Australia n society , Chines e migrant s wer e boun d b y th e 
immigration law s of those countries that coveted their labor but denied the m 
citizenship. Facing intense and widespread systemati c discrimination, Chines e 
migrants continue d t o hol d o n t o thei r identit y a s Chinese nationals , aide d 
and abette d b y their voluntary organization s tha t filled th e vacuu m create d 
by host societ y exclusion . 
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A second issu e concern s th e ghettoization o f the Chines e migrant s bot h 
in spatia l an d socia l terms . Unde r Britis h colonialis m i n Malay a an d 
Singapore, th e Britis h employe d a  divide-and-rule polic y favoring th e Mala y 
elite. The y als o create d a  syste m o f ethni c headme n amon g th e migran t 
population, amon g whom thei r respective headmen would contro l thei r ow n 
people. Thus, the Britis h created th e syste m of ting-chu  ( # - i) an d later , th e 
Kapitan China,  wh o wer e responsibl e fo r th e interna l functionin g o f th e 
Chinese community . Under suc h a  system, the British colonia l administratio n 
communicated onl y with th e Kapitan  China  (Yen 1986 : 42-3; 49-51). At th e 
same time, each ethni c group was physically confined withi n a  special district , 
thereby creating spatia l segregation amon g them; the colonia l legacy can stil l 
be see n toda y in Singapore . Thus, one o f the key roles of Chinese voluntar y 
organizations was to provide the m wit h a  social structur e s o tha t the y coul d 
network wit h Chines e fro m th e sam e nativ e hometow n an d wh o spok e th e 
same dialect. Furthermore, thes e associations organized numerou s socia l an d 
religious activitie s tha t enable d disparat e communitie s i n th e diaspor a t o 
reconnect wit h eac h other , whil e simultaneousl y facilitatin g thei r menta l 
journey bac k t o thei r cultura l root s and hometowns . 

A third issu e concern s th e exten t t o which racialize d politic s was played 
out in th e host countries. Hirschman postulate s the "Middlemen " theory tha t 
Chinese elite s i n Wester n countr ie s wer e co-opte d int o th e loca l 
administration whil e th e masse s were suppresse d throug h denia l o f socia l 
status and privilege s (Hirshma n 1988 : 23-32). Within Western countries , a s 
already noted , Chines e wer e considere d non-citizens , o r a t bes t secondar y 
citizens subordinate d unde r whit e superiority . As segregated an d racialize d 
minorities, Chinese immigrants looked to their voluntary organizations to take 
on a n additiona l rol e a s cultural and politica l broker. By contrast, in colonia l 
Southeast Asia, where Chines e superiorit y ove r natives and othe r immigran t 
groups in regards to labor and organizationa l skil l earned the m highe r statu s 
earlier, Chinese voluntary organizations in Southeast Asia took on a  large rol e 
to preserve thei r position . Ironically , however, they also confined th e Chines e 
within th e Chines e world , thereb y establishin g a n imperium  in imperio,  a  city 
within a  city. 

This brings u s t o th e nex t issu e tha t concern s th e identitie s o f Chines e 
migrants i n th e diaspora . I n th e discours e o n th e stud y o f thes e migrants , 
various terms have crept into use. They include oversea s Chinese, huaqiao  ( ^ 
#1) ,  Chines e people , huaren  (#U O ,  an d peopl e o f Chines e descent , 
huayi ( H H) ;  the changes in preference reflec t social , economic and politica l 
transformations o f Chinese within th e wider society , specifically when a  large 
majority change d thei r initia l desir e o f bein g sojourner s t o becomin g full -
fledged citizen s o f thei r adopte d hom e (Wan g 1988 : 1-12). Faced with thi s 
critical decisio n a s Southeas t Asi a decolonize d an d becam e independen t 
nation-states (Singapore , Malaysi a an d Indonesia) , Chines e migrant s wer e 
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confronted wit h a  choice o f either becomin g citizen s in a  new homeland o r 
remaining Chines e national s outside th e nation-state . In the immediate year s 
after decolonization , almos t al l of the Chines e migrant s opted t o remain an d 
become citizen s o f thei r adopte d country . Likewise , i n post-Worl d Wa r I I 
America an d Australia , a s exclusionar y policie s wer e dismantled , Chines e 
immigrants too k thei r plac e a s citizens o n crowde d multicultura l stages . As 
these profound politica l change s tak e place , so , too, are change s adopte d i n 
identities an d terminologies . 

Such a  statu s transformatio n ha s grea t implication s o n th e questio n o f 
how to identify an d addres s former migrant s turned citizens . As noted earlier , 
the commonl y use d ter m "Oversea s Chinese " was n o longe r regarde d a s 
appropriate, give n thei r newfoun d status . In it s place, scholars argue fo r th e 
use o f terms suc h a s "Chines e overseas " and "ethni c Chinese " (a s in huaren; 
see not e o n pag e 11) . Man y Chines e hav e adopte d multipl e identitie s b y 
adding on various layers of identities that have accumulated through th e years. 
For example , a  Chines e i n Singapor e woul d cal l himsel f o r hersel f thus : " a 
Singaporean, Fujianese , Anx i Chinese, " implyin g a  Singapor e nationa l 
identity, a  Fujianese-speakin g regiona l identit y an d th e hometown/hom e 
village where h e o r sh e was from. Thi s layerin g o f additiona l identitie s i s a 
flexible structur e tha t enables one t o continue t o add o r subtract , accordin g 
to one' s sens e o f identity a t any given tim e an d spac e (Kua h 2000 : 43). 

In th e Unite d States , the Civi l Rights Movement o f the 1960 s galvanize d 
the smal l numbe r (unde r 1  million) o f Americans o f Asian descen t a t th e 
time. Mostl y of Chinese and Japanese descent , they created a  broad-based an d 
inclusive political movement and coined the flexible an d inclusive term "Asia n 
American." This collective ter m di d no t preclud e th e possibilit y o f differen t 
communities fro m claimin g thei r specifi c ethni c identity , suc h a s Chines e 
American. Th e Unite d State s government soo n recognize d Asia n America n 
as a  racia l category , alongsid e White , Black , an d Nativ e American. Indeed , 
politicized Asian Americans, in solidarity with other racialized minoritie s an d 
peoples of color, claim their place at the civic table of a multiracial democracy . 

At the societa l level , such a  transformation als o forces u s to re-examin e 
the identit y o f the Chines e communitie s i n the hos t countries . Traditionally , 
they wer e calle d "oversea s Chines e communities, " whic h no w seem s 
anachronistic. Today , ther e i s a  variety o f term s tha t scholar s woul d use , 
ranging from Chines e Diaspora to Chinese Transnationalism t o country-base d 
Chinese identities , such a s American Chinese , Singapore Chinese , Canadia n 
and Australian Chinese . For reasons already discussed, we have adopte d th e 
term Chines e Diaspora . 

Just a s globalization i s taking roo t in lat e modernity within th e Chines e 
communities, s o ar e Chines e ideology , cultur e an d ritual s tha t ar e bein g 
localized in the adopted countrie s as the Chinese re-seeded their cultural root s 
(luo-di-sen-gen). Chines e ar e als o adopting , synthesizin g an d integratin g 
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elements fro m othe r culture s int o thei r ow n and bringing thei r culture s t o 
o ther socia l an d ethni c groups . Everywher e i n th e world , Chines e 
communities hav e attempted t o reach ou t not only to their co-ethnic s but at 
the same time crossing ethnic boundaries to other ethnic groups as well. Some 
have don e s o more successfull y tha n others . By localizing themselve s i n the 
adopted country , the y have assume d a  new identity; with th e passing o f the 
first generation , th e local bor n Chines e se e themselves a s part o f the wide r 
society. 

Diasporic Chines e i n th e presen t da y toggle betwee n a  renascent an d 
reborn Chin a of strength, prosperity and vitality, whose leaders are delighte d 
with th e capita l investmen t o f tongbao  (comrades , IRU S ) and tongxiang  (co-
ethnics) overseas , bu t no t particularl y kee n t o facilitat e thei r permanen t 
return t o a  crowde d home . I f anything , Chin a i s once agai n sendin g ou t 
migrants in large numbers and to places where they had not been prominen t 
before, suc h a s Eastern Europe . No t only Chin a bu t part s o f th e origina l 
diaspora itself , suc h a s Taiwan, Hong Kong , Singapore , Indonesia , Vietnam , 
Thailand, a s well a s Cub a an d Peru , hav e bee n leakin g ethni c Chines e 
migrants t o other part s o f the world, complicatin g th e pattern o f migratio n 
and disruptin g a  common associatio n o f place o f origin wit h ethnicity . For 
example, a  new immigrant t o the United State s self-identifie d a s "Chinese " 
may originate fro m a  multiplicity o f places, and not necessarily China itself , 
speaking primaril y English o r Spanish rathe r tha n Mandarin , Cantonese , o r 
Fujianese. Fo r their part , muc h a s in the case of many Jews who choose no t 
to return t o the re-invented Israel , long-time imagined homeland o f diasporic 
desire, mos t Chines e ar e happy onl y to visit China from man y points i n the 
diaspora, but not to stay. To be a diasporic Chinese today is to be self-identifie d 
as such ethnicall y an d culturally , bu t not nationalistically. And the Chines e 
identities and cultures the y have imagined an d practiced i n the diaspora are 
as varied an d divers e a s the place s the y hav e settled . Multiple , creolized , 
flexible, contingent , situational , adaptable , changeable , malleable , diaspori c 
Chinese identitie s have been th e subject o f numerous studie s (An g 2001; Ho 
1989; and Ong 1999 are just thre e goo d example s amon g many) . 

In addition , mos t diaspori c Chines e today , especiall y thos e i n officiall y 
recognized multicultural , pluralisti c libera l democracies , asser t and exercis e 
their co-equa l citizenship statuses and political rights alongside othe r groups , 
including privilege d white s i n th e US, Canada an d Australia, countrie s i n 
which whites constitute the majority population; and certainly in places where 
Chinese themselve s ar e now the majority i n number s an d power , a s in th e 
unique cas e of Singapore. At least in these places can we speak of the Chines e 
as entering th e post-diaspori c moment , i n which the y can avai l themselve s 
of socia l capita l accumulate d durin g th e diaspora t o strengthen guanxi  ( H 
Wi) and xinyong  (ftfffl ) i n orde r t o gai n busines s advantage s unde r 
globalization (Nonin i 2001) , o r t o reinforc e a  distinctiv e Chines e ethni c 
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identity in avowedl y multicultural an d pluralisti c societie s tha t n o longer , a t 
least officially , deman d assimilatio n t o a  dominan t majorit y culture . At th e 
same time, in these postcolonial, postmodern environments , are post-diaspori c 
Chinese als o engaged i n a  larger dialogu e abou t buildin g civi l society alon g 
with othe r ethni c groups ? 

From Huiguan  t o Shetuan 

In the twenty-firs t century , traditional voluntary social organizations are bein g 
challenged b y new forms o f voluntary organization s tha t ar e establishe d t o 
cater t o the ne w needs o f both th e existin g migrant population an d th e ne w 
migrants. A s Chines e communitie s i n th e diaspor a mature , th e changin g 
needs o f th e migrant s an d thei r descendant s hav e witnesse d th e gradua l 
decline i n th e popularit y o f traditional voluntary organizations . Increasingly , 
other forms o f leisure and recreational , religious and professional institution s 
have bee n establishe d t o replac e traditiona l voluntar y organizations . Thes e 
new forms o f voluntary associations , shetuan  (ttKI ) >  ar e als o importan t t o 
the newl y arrive d Chines e migrants , a s the y provid e the m wit h a  sens e o f 
communalism an d identity . Likewise, the guanxi  networks that are establishe d 
within thes e voluntary associations are important t o help Chines e i n oversea s 
communities t o furthe r thei r ow n social , economi c an d politica l interests . 
Whereas in some Western countries , shetuan  have replaced traditiona l Chines e 
voluntary organizations , i n Southeas t Asia , traditiona l Chines e voluntar y 
organizations continu e t o functio n sid e b y sid e wit h th e ne w shetuans. 
Furthermore, man y of the voluntary associations have invented a  new imag e 
and roles to compete with the new shetuans as well as to cater to the new needs 
of a  new generation o f Chinese who were bor n i n th e diaspora . 

One ke y characteristi c o f th e shetuan  i s t o g o beyon d th e parochia l 
Chinese communit y an d reac h ou t t o no n co-ethnics . Thus , a n importan t 
present-day functio n i s to serv e a s ethnic an d cultura l broker s betwee n th e 
Chinese communit y an d th e wider society . A second featur e i s to go beyon d 
being an organizatio n tha t merely provides mutual ai d and protectio n fo r it s 
members t o one tha t activel y promotes commercial , cultural , educatio n an d 
related interest s t o member s an d th e wide r communities . A  thir d ne w 
orientation o f th e shetuan  is to recas t it s role t o cate r t o th e emergin g civi l 
society an d hel p wit h th e localizatio n an d relocalizatio n processe s o f th e 
Chinese withi n th e adopte d country , s o tha t the y becom e par t o f th e 
mainstream society . 

To understand it s role i n th e localizatio n process , i t is imperative fo r u s 
to explore th e traditiona l Chines e voluntary organizations an d th e shetuarts 
relationship wit h th e hom e governmen t a s local an d hos t government . A s 
already noted , i n th e nineteent h an d earl y par t o f th e twentiet h centuries , 
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traditional Chines e voluntary organizations were considere d th e champion s 
of Chines e migrants , Chines e ideolog y an d Chines e culture . The y wer e 
regarded a s th e supporter s o f Chines e nationalis m an d courte d b y th e 
imperial an d Republica n government s i n backin g various nationalis t causes . 
During Worl d War II , traditiona l voluntar y association s acros s th e diaspor a 
became actively involved in China's war efforts agains t enemy forces; they no t 
only collecte d fund s fo r th e war ches t bu t als o mobilized Chines e migrant s 
to fight  agains t a  commo n enemy . I n education , th e focu s wa s the n o n 
developing a  sens e o f Chines e nationalis m an d identit y toward s mainlan d 
China. Thi s continue d righ t up t o th e ev e o f independence i n th e colonie s 
in Southeas t Asia . Eve n afte r independence , thei r stron g sens e o f Chines e 
nationalism had propelled th e post-independence government s of Singapore, 
Malaysia an d Indonesi a t o ac t agains t it . Singapor e ha s restructure d it s 
education syste m and intensifie d it s nation-building progra m (Ye n 1986) . In 
Indonesia, th e governmen t adopte d a n anti-Chines e stanc e i n th e 1960s , 
resulting i n a  decad e o f intense , ofte n violen t anti-Chines e programs . 
Furthermore, sinicizatio n was discouraged, an d i n it s place assimilatio n int o 
the wider Indonesia n societ y was encouraged throug h requirement s suc h a s 
adopting Indonesia n name s (Ta n 1995) . Chines e socia l institution s an d 
cultures wer e no t permitte d i n th e publi c sphere . I n Malaysia , althoug h 
purging o f Chines e communis t partisan s too k place , o n th e whole , th e 
Chinese an d thei r socia l and voluntar y organization s continue d t o functio n 
freely an d independentl y unti l th e present . 

In Nort h America , Australi a an d Europe , Chines e nationalis m wa s als o 
manifested i n thei r suppor t o f Chines e cause s durin g th e nineteent h an d 
twentieth centuries . During the war, the Japanese in the US, Canada and eve n 
the fe w i n Australi a wer e unceremoniousl y rounde d u p an d interne d i n 
concentration camp s withou t du e proces s o f th e law , fo r merel y bein g 
suspected o f possible seditio n agains t thei r adopte d countries . The Chines e 
remained ineligibl e fo r citizenship . 

After Worl d War II , because o f th e globa l dismantlin g o f empir e states , 
the moral dictates of the prevailing years ensured tha t these Chinese migrant s 
became bona fide naturalize d citizen s of the country that they were in, if they 
so chose. All across the world, a  large majority o f Chinese became citizen s of 
their respective adopte d country . By becoming citizens , the dynamics of thei r 
relationship changed . Instea d o f a  gues t an d hos t relationship , i t becam e 
citizen an d governmen t relationship . Such a  relationship se t a different tone , 
one tha t meant the y could no w demand equa l treatments , right s and variou s 
types o f facilitie s tha t wer e previousl y denie d t o them . Fo r th e firs t time , 
Chinese wer e give n votin g rights , an d man y ha d t o lear n th e politic s o f 
universal suffrag e an d th e ar t o f voting . Traditiona l Chines e voluntar y 
organizations and shetuan  took on th e role of para-political organization s an d 
organized an d mobilize d thei r member s t o deman d bette r treatment , non -
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discrimination an d rights of access to Chinese culture, schools, public facilitie s 
and eve n t o governmen t offices . I n Nort h America , th e activ e shetuan  hav e 
been abl e t o mobiliz e thei r member s t o suppor t thei r leader s i n mayora l 
offices. Othe r Chines e voluntar y organization s an d shetuan  were les s activ e 
and too k a  low profile. The sam e could b e said o f their counterpart s i n Asia . 
In Malaysia , th e Malaysia n Chines e Association ha s been th e launchin g pa d 
for aspirin g Chines e politician s int o Malaysia n politics . I n Singapore , th e 
Singapore Federatio n o f the Cla n Associations an d othe r Chines e voluntar y 
organizations adopte d a  close working relationship with th e government an d 
supported man y o f it s programs . I n th e Philippines , Chines e voluntar y 
organizations an d th e Chines e Heritag e Centr e hav e bee n instrumenta l i n 
raising th e hig h profil e o f the Chines e i n th e Filipino societ y and hav e bee n 
the mos t successfu l politically . 

Their succes s wit h th e loca l governmen t an d becomin g par t o f th e 
government ha s been muc h attribute d t o thei r leadership and organizationa l 
skills. I n th e earl y migratio n years , Chines e wer e know n fo r thei r stron g 
organizational an d leadershi p skills . Often, leader s held severa l position s i n 
the variou s socia l organizations . Thus , i t became commo n i n th e earl y years 
that the colonial and local government deal t with only one set of leaders. Such 
interlocking leadership roles had produced a  group of very powerful Chinese , 
who, wit h politica l connections , wer e give n comprador  or taipan  positions , 
resulting i n thei r ownin g lucrative excis e farms. Suc h privilege d position s i n 
turn allowe d the m t o amass great wealth, which in turn le d them t o powerfu l 
political position s (Yon g 1995) . Today, many of the Chines e leaders , forme r 
compradors or taipans  in Southeast Asia, are now powerful businesspeople . They 
have stron g politica l connection s o r ar e themselve s politicians . Elsewhere i n 
the diaspora , thes e olde r leader s ma y no t wish , bu t ar e ofte n unabl e t o 
represent th e newe r Chines e immigrant s fro m differen t backgrounds . Fo r 
these ne w Chines e migrants , a  newer grou p o f younger leader s wh o coul d 
articulate thei r needs are required i n modern-day Chinese communities , suc h 
as in Canada . Increasingly , w e ar e seein g Chines e churc h leader s wh o ar e 
prominent i n speakin g ou t fo r th e Chines e i n th e paris h unde r thei r 
responsibility. 

A fourth characteristi c i s the traditiona l Chines e voluntary organization s 
and th e shetuarfs  globalizin g effort s i n creatin g transnationa l linkage s an d 
social networks a s well as serving a s social capita l fo r th e Chinese . I n recen t 
decades, especially the traditiona l Chines e voluntary organizations have bee n 
actively establishing transnationa l linkages . I t i s common fo r huiguan  o f th e 
same hometown s o r sam e dialect s t o establis h a  globa l networ k fo r th e 
purpose o f socia l an d economi c networkin g amon g thei r members . Thus , 
presently, ther e ar e internationa l hometow n association s suc h a s th e 
International Anxi Association an d International Jingjiang Association a s well 
as th e internationa l dialec t association s suc h a s th e Internationa l Fujia n 
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Association, th e Internationa l Hakk a Associatio n an d th e Internationa l 
Chaozhou Association . Contemporar y shetuan  includ e th e Internationa l 
Chinese Entrepreneu r Association s an d th e variou s Chines e chamber s o f 
commerce, som e o f which ar e base d o n dialec t an d hometow n affiliations . 
For example , ther e i s the Hon g Kon g Chaozho u Chambe r o f Commerce , 
Singapore Chines e Chambe r o f Commerce an d Malaysia n Chinese Chambe r 
of Commerce . Other s ar e base d o n thei r loca l identit y suc h a s the Johor e 
Chinese Chambe r o f Commerce , Johor bein g a  state i n Malaysia (Kua h an d 
Wong 2001 ; Liu 2000) . 

By organizing transnationa l linkages , these organization s playe d tw o key 
roles. The firs t i s that they provide socia l and increasingl y economic network s 
for thei r member s t o ta p into . Socially , suc h linkage s an d thei r globa l 
connections hav e allowed members t o re-establish socia l ties with los t kin an d 
reconnect with thos e with simila r background. Furthermore , i n recen t years, 
the desire to reconnect to the ancestral village has also been facilitated b y their . 
ties with thes e organizations , which continue d t o hav e stron g link s with th e 
Mainland an d th e hom e villages . Thus, Chines e voluntar y association s hav e 
facilitated i n the searc h for root s in mainland Chin a (Kua h and Wong 2001). 

Traditional voluntary associations played an extremel y important rol e i n 
the lif e o f the migrants ; now, their role s have been take n ove r by shetuan and 
other non-ethnic based voluntary organizations such as the church, social and 
recreational organizations . As a result, th e las t few decades hav e witnessed a 
gradual declin e i n th e membershi p o f som e traditiona l associations . B y 
reinventing thei r image, engaging in modern activitie s and establishing globa l 
linkages, increasingly, traditiona l voluntar y association s and ne w shetuan  are 
reversing th e tid e an d bringin g i n ne w an d youn g member s t o join them . 
They succee d b y portraying themselve s a s important source s o f socia l an d 
network capita l fo r th e member s t o ta p into . Some traditiona l association s 
provide sociability and networks so members can connect with other member s 
in th e diaspor a a s well as people i n thei r hometown s an d villages (Kua h an d 
Wong 2001) . 

Chambers of commerce provide opportunities for business and economi c 
networks t o for m an d thrive . Suc h network s ar e becomin g increasingl y 
significant a s Chin a open s it s doo r t o businesse s an d investment s fro m 
diasporic Chinese . Indeed , Chines e chamber s o f commerce i n th e diaspor a 
had traditionall y maintaine d importan t guanxi  network s wit h Mainlan d 
government official s a t central, provincial, regional and local levels. Since th e 
Open Doo r Polic y of 1978 , Chinese chamber s o f commerce i n th e diaspor a 
have intensified thei r guanxi  relationship with Mainland government officials . 
Businesspeople i n the diaspora , a s members an d participant s in the activitie s 
of Chines e chamber s o f commerce , woul d b e inducte d int o th e guanxi 
network, guanxi  wang  ( j f ^ l S ) ,  which i n tur n coul d ope n door s t o th e 
otherwise difficult-to-acces s Chines e markets. 1 
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Localizing Identities in Multiethnic Societie s 

The stud y o f voluntar y organization s toda y require s u s t o g o beyon d th e 
notion tha t th e migrant s a s just mere sojourner s who were interested onl y in 
their ow n littl e world withou t makin g attempt s t o integrat e int o th e wide r 
polity. Yen (1988 ) argue d tha t th e Chines e migrant s i n th e nineteent h an d 
early twentiet h centurie s wer e abl e t o creat e a  self-containe d Chines e 
community and thus functioned independentl y without much interaction with 
the wide r societies . Thi s wa s possibl e becaus e o f th e extensiv e role s o f 
traditional Chines e voluntary associations tha t catered t o al l the needs o f th e 
community. I t was probably due t o th e fac t tha t Chinese migrant s were self -
contained an d functione d withi n thei r ow n communit y with very little cross -
ethnic interactio n tha t the y were ofte n labelle d "inscrutable, " because othe r 
ethnic group s an d th e dominan t cultur e faile d t o understan d th e Chines e 
culture an d Chines e migrants ' way of life . 

In post-moder n society , the profil e o f Chinese communitie s throughou t 
the diaspora has changed in response to a rapidly changing social and politica l 
environment. T o begin with , we are witnessing a n increase d diversit y within 
the Chines e population . First , there ar e th e ol d migrant s from th e first  wave 
of migration. Second , ther e ar e th e ne w migrants who hav e migrated i n th e 
last few decades . Third , ther e ar e migrant s wh o migrate d ou t o f mainlan d 
China into th e diaspora . Fourth , ther e ar e migrant s who migrate d fro m on e 
community into another within th e diaspora . Fifth, ther e ar e the descendant s 
of the earl y migrants in th e diaspora . Sixth , there ar e also returned migrant s 
from th e diaspor a t o mainland China , a s we witnessed a  steady, albei t small , 
stream o f thes e migrant s makin g thei r wa y back t o th e Mainland . Suc h a 
diversity o f Chines e withi n th e diaspor a necessitate d tha t we examine ho w 
they construc t thei r ow n identit y a s wel l a s thei r attempt s t o enmes h 
themselves within th e wider society . 

In Southeas t Asia n countries , post-independen t government s hav e 
required thei r citizen s t o declar e thei r racia l affiliation . I n Singapor e an d 
Malaysia, there is only one officia l racia l category for th e Chinese , irrespective 
of thei r dialec t an d hometow n differences . Thi s i s also th e cas e i n Americ a 
and Australia , where th e Chines e ar e recognized a s a homogenous category . 
Thus, th e ethni c grou p "Chinese " is the officia l categor y constructed b y th e 
state (Benjami n 1979 ; Purushotam 1995) . 

However, Chines e i n th e diaspor a constantl y construc t an d reconstruc t 
their identity . From th e early years of migration unti l today , the Chinese hav e 
assumed multipl e identitie s tha t ar e determine d b y thei r interactio n wit h 
other socia l group s (Wan g 1988) . For example , i n relationshi p wit h othe r 
ethnic groups , th e Chines e woul d assum e a  broa d identit y o f bein g 
"Chinese." However, amon g co-ethnics , othe r criteri a suc h a s region, nativ e 
village an d linguisti c affiliatio n hav e become standar d yardsticks t o measur e 
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their differences, thereb y creating a boundary of insiders and outsiders amon g 
the co-ethnics . I t i s thus commo n t o hear co-ethnic s referring t o themselve s 
as Anxi Fujianese o r Shantou Chaozhouese or Hong Kong Shanghaiese (Kua h 
2000:55-6). 

Other form s o f identitie s includ e th e countr y where thes e Chines e ar e 
citizens, i n additio n t o th e abov e identities . I t i s also very common amon g 
co-ethnics in th e diaspor a t o differentiate themselve s a s Hong Kong Chines e 
or Singapor e Chines e o r American Chinese . Such intra-ethni c identificatio n 
often underlie s th e emphasi s o n statu s differentiatio n i n whic h on e grou p 
assumes a  higher statu s tha n th e rest . Thus , amon g th e Chinese , America n 
and Europea n Chines e hav e th e highes t status , followe d b y Hon g Kon g 
Chinese and Southeast Asian Chinese, the mainland Chinese having the lowest 
status. T o a  larg e degree , thi s statu s differentiatio n i s measure d b y th e 
economic and politica l development of the country and the language spoken . 
As such, the most desirable place as a destination o f migration for th e Chines e 
migrants tend s t o b e th e English-speakin g Wester n countries , th e Unite d 
States as a first  choice for th e mainland Chines e a s well as the Chinese in th e 
developing countries in the diaspora. Next in popularity are Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand an d Unite d Kingdom . Nex t ar e Western Europea n countries , 
followed b y developed Asia n countrie s suc h a s Hong Kong , Singapore , an d 
Malaysia. Last are Eastern Europea n countries . This is despite o f the fact tha t 
many of these migrants continued t o face difficultie s i n these countries (Piek e 
1998 and 2004) . 

Living i n a  multiethni c country , Chines e als o hav e t o adjus t t o th e 
demands of the new polity. Voluntary organizations provide them with a social 
space fo r interactio n amon g co-ethnics . For th e ne w immigrants , voluntar y 
organizations als o serve as a form o f social capital whereby they can ta p int o 
the existin g networ k structur e t o hel p the m t o adap t t o a  ne w socia l an d 
political environment . The y also help t o provide thes e ne w immigrants wit h 
a sens e o f Chines e cohesivenes s an d ethno-socia l identity . T o mee t th e 
demands o f th e ne w migrant s an d th e Chines e descendants , traditiona l 
voluntary association s an d shetuans  found a  need t o inven t ne w images tha t 
are i n tun e wit h mor e need s an d aspiration s o f modern-da y Chines e 
communities an d thei r member s i n th e diaspora . 

One o f th e changin g role s o f th e Chines e voluntar y organization s an d 
shetuan is the heightene d visibilit y of Chinese women an d thei r participatio n 
in th e organizations . Traditionally , i n voluntary organizations , Chines e me n 
often assume d leadershi p roles , an d ver y few women participate d i n them . 
However i n recen t years , women ar e beginning t o hold leadershi p position s 
within thes e voluntar y associations . There ar e severa l reasons tha t accoun t 
for thi s changing positio n o f the Chines e women. Foremost i s the educatio n 
level o f thes e wome n tha t hav e mad e the m confident , articulat e an d 
administratively competent . Furthermore , i n th e ne w environmen t i n th e 
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West, where femal e visibilit y is high an d gende r discrimination , althoug h i t 
still exists, is highly frowned upon , Chines e women hav e found a n expande d 
space t o becom e sociall y an d economicall y involve d i n variou s pursuits , 
including leadershi p within th e voluntary organizations . Another reaso n lie s 
with th e availability of time and energ y for voluntary work. Many women, no t 
active in th e workforce, hav e found shetuans  an importan t avenu e t o occup y 
their leisur e time , an d indeed , som e o f the m spen t substantia l tim e i n th e 
churches, temple s o r othe r socia l and leisur e organizations . 

Although Southeas t Asia , North Americ a an d Australi a hav e long bee n 
favorite destination s fo r Chines e immigration , i n recen t years , Chines e 
immigration t o forme r Communis t Eas t Europea n countrie s hav e becom e 
popular (Pa l Nyiri 1999 ; Benton an d Piek e 1998) . Although ther e i s genera l 
consensus tha t Chines e voluntar y organizatio n ar e imperativ e i n providin g 
social network s an d identit y for th e immigrants , ther e i s some deviation , a s 
in th e Czec h Republi c where th e recen t Chines e migrant s hav e consciousl y 
avoided thes e socia l institutions for a  variety of reasons . 

Future an d Prospects: Maintaining Diasporic Harmon y an d 
Tensions 

In lat e modernity , Chines e communitie s i n th e diaspor a hav e differen t 
expectations an d need s from thos e of the earlie r migrants . While newspape r 
and media reported o n the arrival of illegal Chinese and of poverty associated 
to thi s group , ther e wer e man y other s wh o arrive d becaus e o f thei r 
professional skill s and wealth an d constitut e th e uppe r an d middl e strat a o f 
the society . Thi s latte r grou p thu s ha s a  differen t orientation , differen t 
expectation an d demands . Man y preferred t o join professiona l an d leisur e 
organizations tha t woul d provid e the m wit h opportunitie s t o interac t an d 
network with people from wide r communities and othe r ethni c groups. Suc h 
kinds o f affiliatio n wit h moder n type s o f voluntary organization s ar e als o 
prevalent among colleg e and university students, for whom affiliatio n create s 
a stron g sens e o f ethni c identity . Thi s i s particularly s o o n campus , whe n 
Chinese student s scattere d throughou t th e diaspor a and th e mainland mee t 
in a  commo n campu s ground . At such meetin g points , th e multiplicit y an d 
diversity o f identities ca n b e readil y seen . Thus , with a  Western parlanc e i n 
which individualism i s the norm, thes e voluntary organizations created socia l 
visibility and communitarianism . Likewise , in th e workplace , a  certai n leve l 
of communitarianism amon g co-ethnic s can b e seen . 

At th e sam e time , voluntar y association s continu e t o cate r t o th e 
increasing numbe r o f guest workers and illega l immigrants who continu e t o 
form a n invisibl e stratu m withi n th e Chines e diaspora . I n man y countries , 
many voluntary associations function legitimatel y within the framework o f the 
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rule o f la w of th e country . However , ther e ar e exceptions , a s in th e Czec h 
Republic, where on e of the voluntary associations became involved in helpin g 
with the importation o f illegal immigrants into the country . Such association s 
dealing with illega l immigrant s would tarnis h th e generall y favorable imag e 
of th e oversea s Chines e voluntar y associations , particularl y i n Wester n 
countries. 

Another consideratio n fo r th e voluntary associations i s its contemporar y 
role i n a  multiethnic nation-state . Wil l voluntary association s b e abl e t o g o 
beyond thei r ow n parochia l ethni c boundary an d interac t with othe r ethnic -
based o r nationa l associations , and will the member s be able t o socialize with 
people o f other ethnicities ? These ar e questions tha t confron t th e relevanc e 
of voluntary association s a s useful t o th e need s o f th e peopl e a s well a s th e 
nation-state. Unlike in the nineteenth century , migrant groups no longer live 
in isolation and , i n fact , nation-state s toda y want thei r migrant population t o 
integrate wholl y int o th e wide r polity . Voluntary association s ca n therefor e 
play a  significan t rol e i n brokerin g socia l relationships , bot h betwee n th e 
Chinese an d othe r ethni c groups , an d th e state . At the sam e time , the y ca n 
also become cultura l brokers and hel p t o transmi t Chinese cultura l practice s 
to the wider communities . 

Related t o this , th e voluntar y organization s als o playe d a n extremel y 
important role in protecting the Chinese agains t racial attacks and combatin g 
stereotypes. Right up unti l today, it was common t o hear disparagin g remark s 
piled upon th e Chinese. Likewise, derogatory terms and racist slurs were ofte n 
heard i n th e publi c when th e majorit y grou p attacke d th e Chinese . The fac t 
that th e Chines e a s a  socia l grou p ar e extremel y successfu l sociall y an d 
economically ha s le d som e scholar s t o ter m the m th e "mode l minority " 
(Kitano and Stanle y 1973) . Such statu s has bred resentmen t across the boar d 
in Western societies . The Chines e were seen a s taking away the choices t jobs, 
school and university places from the mainstream groups. And in recent years, 
they hav e edge d ou t th e majorit y group s fro m middle - an d upper-clas s 
residential suburbs . Furthermore, the y were seen as flaunting thei r wealth by 
purchasing house s i n expensiv e suburb s an d drivin g expensive cars . Such a 
manifestation o f wealth di d no t g o dow n wel l with th e white majority . A s a 
result, Chinese were given stereotype o f being self-centered, greedy , antisocia l 
and were generally disliked for thei r success . To a certain degree , by reaching 
out t o othe r ethni c groups , th e Chines e voluntar y organization s ar e 
attempting t o construct a  positive image to counteract the stereotype tha t ha s 
circulated i n th e communit y fo r a  lon g time . Th e succes s o f thi s imag e 
reconstruction remain s t o be seen . 

At the daw n o f the twenty-firs t century , Chinese voluntary organization s 
have als o undergon e variou s processe s o f chang e t o cate r fo r th e existin g 
Chinese populatio n i n th e diaspora as well as for th e newl y arrived migrants . 
Chinese voluntary organization s hav e therefore embarke d o n a  localizatio n 
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process in order to help the existing Chinese population an d the new migrants 
to integrate fully into the host country. Thus, it is not surprising to see a variety 
of organizationa l structures , differen t role s an d membershi p compositio n 
within thes e voluntary organizations . 

Furthermore, a s thes e communitie s matur e an d a s Chin a become s 
economically powerful , ther e i s th e desir e t o creat e link s betwee n th e 
Mainland an d oversea s Chinese communities . These voluntary organization s 
play an important bridging role between th e overseas and mainlan d Chinese . 
Particularly importan t ar e th e territorial-based , dialect-base d an d lineage -
based voluntar y associations . The y hav e i n recen t year s embarke d o n a 
globalization proces s o f becoming very active in establishin g globa l linkage s 
among thei r own members throughout th e world. They formed internationa l 
associations based on territorial , dialect and surnam e groupings . Some of th e 
key roles tha t the y played includ e organizin g internationa l convention s fo r 
their members , organizin g economi c an d leisur e trip s t o Chin a a s well a s 
linking individua l member s t o thei r hom e village s an d towns . T o a  larg e 
extent, they served as important cultura l brokers in a global Chinese diaspora . 

Outline o f th e Boo k 

Traditional Chines e voluntar y association s an d thei r moder n counterparts , 
the shetuan,  reflect a  series of tensions that characterize th e Chinese diaspor a 
in it s formation an d dynami c persistence : (1 ) Traditio n an d Modernity , (2 ) 
Localization an d Globalization , (3 ) Territorializatio n an d Deterrorialization , 
(4) Belongin g an d Leaving , (5 ) Integratio n an d Separatio n (6 ) Exil e an d 
Return, (7 ) Sojourne r an d Citizen , (8 ) Nation-boun d an d Transnational , (9 ) 
Purity and Hybridity , (10 ) Ethnicizatio n an d Assimilation, (11 ) Localis m an d 
Nationalism, (12 ) Displacemen t an d Integration , an d (13 ) Cooperatio n an d 
Competition. I n addition , ther e ar e clas s tensions, gender an d generationa l 
tensions; ther e ar e competin g loyaltie s an d nationalisms . Finally , t o borro w 
from Donn a Gabaccia , wh o aske d th e sam e questio n o f th e worldwid e 
migration an d resettlemen t o f Italians, is there just one Chines e diaspora , o r 
many diaspora s (Gabacci a 2000) ? I s ther e on e narrative , o r competin g 
narratives? The essay s in thi s volume will not answe r thes e questions , but i t is 
hoped tha t the y can advanc e th e conversation . 

Chapter 1  provides a n overvie w of these issue s outlined abov e an d ho w 
the Chines e communitie s i n th e diaspor a i n th e earlie r year s an d toda y 
attempt t o answe r thes e questions . I t discusse s broa d issue s concernin g 
Chinese migratio n fro m th e earl y years t o th e presen t day . I t look s a t th e 
transition fro m diaspori c t o post-diaspori c communities , fro m sojourner s t o 
citizens and th e politic s behind thi s transition. I t also explores th e effect s o f 
localization an d globalizatio n o n th e Chines e communitie s an d th e role s o f 



Introduction 23 

the traditiona l Chines e voluntar y organization s an d shetuans  withi n th e 
diaspora. Chapte r 2  explore s th e role s o f traditiona l cla n association s i n 
Malaysia, of how they represent th e Chinese community a t the local, state an d 
federal levels . At the sam e time , i t explores ho w thes e association s networ k 
among themselve s an d attemp t t o define Chines e identit y in a  multicultura l 
Malaysian society . Chapter 3  explores the cultura l politics of clan association s 
in contemporar y Singapore , thei r relationship with the Singapore State , how 
the cla n association s attempt t o work within th e Chinese , Malay, Indians an d 
others (CMIO ) multicultura l framewor k establishe d b y the Singapor e Stat e 
and ho w th e cla n association s establishe d a  ne w nich e fo r themselve s i n 
contemporary society by serving as cultural brokers between th e Chinese an d 
the wide r society . Chapte r 4  chart s th e developmen t o f th e activ e role s o f 
Chinese voluntary organizations i n nineteenth an d first  hal f o f the twentiet h 
centuries an d th e tension s tha t emerged betwee n th e Peranaka n an d Totok . 
It also explores th e end o f these organizations from 196 5 to 1998 , when the y 
were consciousl y abolished unde r Suharto' s rule . These traditiona l voluntar y 
organizations were replaced with an informal structur e tha t allowed Chines e 
businesspeople t o networ k an d kee p trac k o f th e Chines e communit y i n 
Indonesia. Th e en d o f Suharto' s rul e brough t abou t a  reviva l i n variou s 
Chinese voluntary organizations , and the y have become very active in recen t 
years. Chapte r 5  look s a t th e emergenc e o f religiou s organization s a s 
important Chinese-base d charit y organization s amon g th e Vietnames e 
Chinese and how these organizations not only served the needs of the Chines e 
but define d thei r socia l statu s withi n th e Vietnames e society . Chapte r 6 
explores th e role s o f th e voluntar y association s betwee n th e Fujia n an d 
Chaozhou-speaking Chines e i n Hon g Kong , th e interlockin g network s an d 
the intra-clan division s as a result of class, linguistic and regiona l differences . 
Chapter 7  explores th e formation an d th e role s of the voluntary association s 
in Mexico from a  historical perspective , and how these association s served a s 
important institution s fo r change s t o occu r within th e Chines e society . Thi s 
chapter als o explores the failure o f these traditionalis t voluntary association s 
to becom e a n importan t politica l grou p durin g th e revolutionar y years , 
because o f interna l divisions , which resulte d i n thei r collapse . Chapte r 8 
examines th e formation o f a  variety of community organization s amon g th e 
Chinese i n contemporar y Australia . I t explores the developmen t o f Chines e 
temples, churches , communit y clubs , communit y center s an d age d car e 
organizations t o cate r t o th e divergin g an d emergin g need s o f th e ne w an d 
old Chines e migrant s i n Sydney . Chapte r 9  explore s th e participatio n o f 
Chinese women entrepreneur s i n community organizations and how Chinese 
women balance thei r work needs with their social commitments t o contribut e 
to both th e Chines e communit y an d th e wide r Australian society . Chapter s 
10 and 1 1 explore Chinese voluntary organizations in North America. Chapte r 
10 examine s th e developmen t o f ethni c organization s i n th e Chines e 
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communi ty i n th e Uni te d State s an d th e role s playe d b y thes e organization s 
in helpin g wit h identit y formatio n o n th e on e han d an d assimilatio n int o th e 
host count r y o n th e o the r hand . Chapte r 1 1 explore s th e e thni c chu rc h a s 
an importan t ethni c organizatio n an d it s role i n assistin g the Chines e migrant s 
in socia l par t ic ipa t ion . Chap t e r 1 2 studie s th e newl y establishe d Chines e 
voluntary association s i n th e Czec h Republic . I t argues tha t voluntary Chines e 
organizations wer e no t popula r o r wel l patronize d b y th e Chines e migrants . 
As a  resul t o f thei r perceive d associatio n wit h crimina l an d socia l vices , th e 
Chinese migrant s shunne d thes e Chines e voluntar y associations . 

Note 

1 A  recent exampl e i s "http://www.huaren.org", whic h cam e into existence durin g 
the intens e anti-Chines e persecutio n i n Indonesi a i n th e wanin g year s o f th e 
twentieth century . I t exist s toda y a s th e mouthpiec e o f th e Worl d Huare n 
Federation, a  self-described "voic e for Huare n aroun d th e world," and publishe s 
an e-magazine ; th e "ol d issues" that engendered it s creation ca n be found o n th e 
website. Huaren  means ethni c Chinese ; hence "Worl d Huaren" convey s th e ide a 
of th e "Chines e diaspora. " 
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