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1. Definitions

“Culture” could be viewed in a broad and narrow sense. In
the broad sense, culture refers to “the sum of material and
spiritual wealth created by humankind in the history and
development of society”.! In the narrow sense, culture
refers to language, religion, literature, art, theatre,
painting, architecture, music etc. Here, I shall discuss
culture in the narrow sense.

“Nanyang” is a term used by mainland and overseas
Chinese to refer to Southeast Asia from the early 20th
century till the 1960s. In fact, “Nanyang” has a broad and
narrow sense too. In the broad sense, it refers to Vietnam,
Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand and the Malay
Archipelago. In the narrow sense, it refers to only the
Malay Archipelago (Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia and the
Philippines).

It should be pointed out here that the geographical term
“Nanyang” was used by Chinese people within a particular
historical phase. It is thus unfamiliar to non-Chinese, who
often use “Southeast Asia” instead, a popular term after
World War I1. As my speech is in Chinese, [ shall keep to the
term “Nanyang”. However, | will also use “Southeast Asia”,
the more common term nowadays.

2. Nanyang culture

Nanyang, or Southeast Asia, comprises ten countries.
Therefore, Nanyang or Southeast Asian culture is not
singular or unified. Generally speaking, Nanyang can be
divided into the mainland and maritime areas. Mainland
Southeast Asia is most influenced by India and China’s
culture, while maritime Southeast Asia is most influenced
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by Hinduism and Islam or Christianity. In any discussion of
“Nanyang culture”, we have to bear in mind its plurality.
Besides, we must also understand that “Nanyang culture”
contains Western elements in the mix too.

For convenience, we shall now narrow down “Nanyang
culture” into the culture of the Malay archipelago, i.e.,
maritime Southeast Asia. The examples mentioned in my
speech will also focus on the Malay archipelago.

I have mentioned that Southeast Asia is the converging
point of four major Eastern and Western cultures.
However, the dissemination of China’s culture is mainly
limited to Vietnam. Other Southeast Asian areas were
initially influenced by Hinduism, which left a profound and
lasting impact. Other than Vietnam, every Southeast Asian
country has experienced an era of “Indicisation” at some
point in history. This influence is more obvious in Java and
Bali (Indonesia). The great Indian poet Tagore visited Java
in the 1920s and wrote a poem like this:

In a dim distant unreorded age
We had met, thou and I -

When my speech tangled in thine
And my life in thy life

Islam and Christianity, which were introduced later, could
not completely eliminate the “accretion” of Indian culture.
We must bear this in mind when discussing “Nanyang
culture”. In fact, “Nanyang culture” at the present stage is a
hybrid of these religions and their cultures with “primitive
religions”. However, the degree of hybridisation varies
from place to place. This, coupled with the unique qualities
of each language, gave rise to the so-called “ethnic culture”
or “national culture” of the different Southeast-Asian
countries. Moreover, cultural identity is no longer religious
identity but “ethnic identity” or “national identity”.

3. Southeast-Asian Chinese culture

There has been a long history of Chinese coming to
Southeast Asia. Through intermarriage between early
Chinese immigrants and local indigenous women, they and
their children gradually formed a group called the
“Peranakan”. The later immigrants formed another group
called “Xinke” Chinese #7 & % A (literally “new guests”).
The former has already absorbed the local culture, and
their literature, art and living habits have been highly
“localised”. The latter retained more of China’s culture. Yet,
after living here for many years, their culture, art and living
habits were also more or less influenced by local culture,
albeit to a lesser extent compared to the Peranakan
Chinese.
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Southeast-Asian Chinese culture differs from China’s
culture. It exhibits varying degrees of “Nanyang colour” in
different fields. In terms of literature, Peranakan Chinese
write in the Malay / Indonesian language, while Xinke
Chinese still write in the Chinese language. Even Chinese
literature of Southeast Asia differs from that of China - the
former bears strong features of the “Nanyang region”.
Although the Chinese literature of Malaysia, Singapore,
Indonesia and the Philippines all use Chinese as the
medium, each displays a unique character, which has
become increasingly apparent after the founding of these
Southeast Asian countries.

Visual art also witnessed the emergence of the so-called
“Nanyang style of painting”. Many Chinese painters
adopted local styles in their painting techniques and
subjects, emanating a strong Nanyang local flavour which
clearly distinguishes their works from painters in China.

The influence of localisation can be seen in religion too. For
example, Chinese folk religions in Southeast Asia have
absorbed the customs and beliefs of various parts of the
Nanyang region. Many deities, such as the Bentougong &
3k [“Buntaogong” in Hokkien, literally “deity of locality”]
and Dabogong K {4/ [“Duabehgong” in Hokkien, literally
“elder uncle deity”] are worshipped exclusively by
Nanyang Chinese. Confucianism in Indonesia also differs
significantly from Confucianism in China. Due to political
and social needs, Confucianism in Indonesia imitates
Christian and Muslim practices. It has a bible, missionaries,
and even churches, and the language of preaching is
Indonesian.

Localisation is also evident in music. Many Chinese
composers and musicians have drawn nourishment from
Nanyang culture, adopting melodies, musical styles and
even instruments. For example, Peranakan music has a
strong Malay flavour. In the Chinese music of Singapore,
some works have taken a “Nanyang” path, even
incorporating indigenous and Western musical
instruments to form a unique “Singaporean” Chinese
music.

4. Local culture and cultural integration

What we call the localisation of Chinese culture is actually
the integration of Southeast Asian culture into Chinese
culture to varying degrees. It is the fusion of “Chinese” and
“non-Chinese” culture. Such cultures generally retain
characteristics of Chinese culture to varying degrees and
are not detached from a Chinese cultural identity.
However, they are no longer “China’s culture”.
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[s the localisation a process of natural development? Is it
good or bad? Is it avertable or inevitable?

Let us take a look at China’s five thousand years of culture
and history! “China’s culture” is by no means unchanging.
Although China’s culture is based on the so-called “Han"2
culture, it has absorbed much from “foreign cultures” over
the course of many dynasties, forming a new kind of
“Chinese culture”. Flipping through China’s history, we can
see that people of the Central Plains3 have integrated with
foreign nomadic peoples before the Han Dynasty. Han
Chinese then engaged in marriage alliances with the
northern Xiongnu tribes, beginning a prolonged process of
“integration”. From the Wei and Jin to the Sui and Tang
dynasties, Han Chinese continued integrating with foreign
nomadic peoples. The Song and Yuan dynasties celebrated
the “great unity of ethnic groups”. These are all irrefutable
historical facts.*

Consider China’s religious culture, visual art, architecture,
and even music - which is “pure”? Therefore, it is
unsurprising that when Chinese people came to Nanyang,
their culture was influenced by the local cultures.
According to my observation, the Chinese had a more
apparent tendency to absorb Nanyang culture in the past
century. Especially after the appearance of “nation-states”
and “nation-building”, the Chinese have been adjusting
themselves when searching for their cultural positioning.

5. From overseas Chinese to ethnic Chinese or
Chinese descendants

After World War 11, various countries in Southeast Asia
successively gained independence and entered a period of
nation-building. = Most  Southeast Asian Chinese
successively took up citizenship in their countries of
residence. This signifies that they no longer regarded
themselves as “overseas Chinese” or foreigners living
temporarily in Southeast Asia, but as Southeast Asian
“Chinese” who have settled and taken root there. This
change in consciousness affected the psychological state of
the Chinese too. The Chinese were no longer passing
travellers but co-owners of this land! They began to
identify with this emerging country. Xinke Chinese and
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? Translator: The Han Dynasty (202 BCE — 220 CD) was considered the first golden age in Chinese history and “Han” remains as a

reference to the culture and identity of the dominant Chinese ethnic group (called “"Han Chinese”) till this day.

? Translator: The Chinese term Zhongyuan F& (Central Plains) refers to the region around Henan Province, often considered the

birthplace of Chinese civilisation.
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their descendants all actively participated in local political
and social activities to fight for their deserved rights.

However, most Southeast Asian countries are dominated
by “indigenous peoples”, upon whom the construction of
“nation” is based. The Chinese are required to follow their
models of education and language. To some extent, this has
accelerated the “localisation” of the Chinese. However, as
Southeast Asian regimes became more democratic, the
definition of “nation” has also become more diverse, and
Chinese culture has gradually gained acceptance. In
Southeast Asia, Chinese culture has experienced a “cultural
renaissance”. Having said that, “nation-building” is still in
progress in Southeast Asia because “nationalism” is still
nascent. Hence, the Chinese often need to adjust
themselves to adapt to the broader environment. The only
exception is Singapore, where the Chinese population
forms the vast majority. Although Singapore does not
model its nation based on “indigenous peoples”, it has
often been affected by surrounding countries as a small
country amidst the Malay Archipelago. This situation was
more pronounced during the Cold War.

The “localisation” of Southeast Asian Chinese culture is a
process of development that was initially natural but later
influenced by human factors. This “localisation” does not
have a fixed model or content. It changes with time and
depends on the area. In addition, this “localisation” is also
challenged by globalisation. Rather than averting
“localisation”, globalisation has further complicated the
form and content of “localisation”.

6. Globalisation, China and Southeast Asia

“Globalisation” has different definitions. It is variously
regarded to mean “Westernisation”, “modernisation”, or
“global integration”. Generally speaking, globalisation is
the “outward expansion based on capital, high-technology
and other economic factors, leading to the formation of a
unified  global-scale  market and multinational
corporations.” > Academia broadly believes that
globalisation is a process of gradual expansion into the
fields of economy and commerce, society and culture that

began in the 1970s-1980s.
This process displays a few characteristics:

o The world is becoming a “global village”.

e The scale and boundary of markets are no longer
confined to nation-states but extend to the whole
world.
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e Urban lifestyles are playing a leading role.6

China and Southeast Asian countries are likewise facing
the impact of globalisation.

China has successfully embraced the challenges of
“globalisation” to a certain extent. It rapidly adjusted its
economic structure and leveraged its strengths to
transform into an economic power. Now, let us examine
the impact of China’s economic take-off on Southeast Asia.
China is a vast land with abundant resources, a large
population, and a huge market. Its society is quite stable,
the wages are low, but the productivity is high. Hence,
China has attracted foreign investment in recent years. On
the other hand, foreign investment in Southeast Asia has
decreased, much to the concern of many Southeast Asian
countries. Facing competition from China and India, the
ASEAN countries began cooperating to improve their
economies.

As China took flight economically, it became a “world
factory”. Chinese goods are often cheaper than those of
many developing countries. China’s cheap goods have hit
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Southeast
Asia, many of which are owned by ethnic Chinese. To
accept the challenge of globalisation, Southeast Asian SMEs
reorganised and reoriented themselves for continued
survival. Some manufacturing enterprises could not match
Chinese products and closed down, while others
transformed into commercial firms and started anew.
However, large Southeast Asian Chinese enterprises could
benefit from globalisation due to their abundant human
and financial resources. China’s peaceful rise is both a
challenge and an opportunity for these large enterprises.
Currently, Singapore seems to be the only Southeast Asian
country capable of coping with this challenge. Other
Southeast Asian countries are still actively searching for
countermeasures.

Economically, Southeast Asian countries other than
Singapore have been slow in responding to globalisation.
Domestic SMEs have been severely hit and lost their
competitiveness against advanced countries. Culturally,
these countries are also unable to resist the impact of
advanced countries, especially Britain, the United States
and Japan. The influx of China’s soft power was up next.
Southeast Asian countries generally lagged in performing
arts, television, film, music and visual art. A famous
Indonesian artist even said that many traditional
Indonesian arts have become obsolete and are about to
disappear.” As many Southeast Asian countries have an
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underdeveloped economy, their culture and art cannot
globalise and reach out to the world, thus facing decline.

7. Globalisation and Southeast Asian Chinese Culture

Southeast Asian Chinese culture is a constituent of
Southeast Asian culture. In earlier years, Chinese culture
began to become localised, and now, it is facing the
challenge of globalisation. Country-specific Chinese
literature of Southeast Asia has begun to enter the region
of Southeast Asia, and even China, Hong Kong and Taiwan.
The writers publish not only in Southeast Asia but also in
China. However, this does not count as going global yet,
since the Chinese language is still the medium. In fact, the
problem faced by Chinese literature now is translation -
there are still very few modern or contemporary literary
works that have been translated into English. Likewise,
Southeast Asia Chinese literature faces the problem of
translation into English and Southeast Asian languages.

Globalisation has also impacted Peranakan culture. In fact,
this impact had already begun since the founding of
Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia. The Peranakan Malay
language has gradually faded into obsolescence, and
Peranakan literature and art have not developed further in
Malaysia and Singapore. In Indonesia, Peranakan
literature and art became more Indonesian-influenced.
The rise of China’s economy and the impact of China’s
culture have paved the possibility for a revival of Southeast
Asian Chinese culture. Yet, this is not the case for every
Southeast Asian country. Some countries have only a small
Chinese population and a strong sense of “indigenous
nationalism”, and thus Chinese culture cannot be freely
developed there. The only exception is Singapore, an
“immigrant” country without strong “indigenous
nationalism”. Nevertheless, Singapore is a constituent of
Southeast Asia, and so its “Chinese culture” would
inevitably have Southeast Asian characteristics. In culture
and art, Singapore’s culture more or less reflects its
“multicultural and multi-ethnic” background.

To address the challenge of globalisation, Singapore has
already begun to go global in music and art, as far as [
know. Many Chinese composers in Singapore have
absorbed elements from various cultures - not only
traditional Chinese but also local and Western music - to
write diverse works. These compositions can be
appreciated by both Chinese and non-Chinese. The
Singapore Chinese Orchestra has also made bold attempts
in this regard, innovating both in terms of musical
instruments and musical works. Some like it, while some
are unconvinced. I myself liked this kind of innovation,
which is an impressive feat of “localising” and “globalising”
Chinese music. This is, of course, not China’s “traditional
Chinese music”, but localised and modernised Chinese

7
B, A ER, Bk “ARL”
FikAGESR, HtdlkRiE,

7. &S R A

Ao AN, RAHE G —/aE
AR . EVAERSFRE, AT
AEA, @I LRGP, 4o F
I F 75 @ ki, & Iey B A4 L
2 LBFBANEAHEERBREE P H
. RN eEthdaTEik, LETE
k. R, B TR VA AR A,
P VAE RN EANER . L%, EHEF
BLFHAH @G FEA, L2 E
R, LEIFEARELH ARG AR LT A&
LAY o FodE A LS A d s R R R R
155 F d i L6 P AL,

& “Am” | LAEAIL LS,
F. £F, IAERFTLFEZEKRRT
B4, LARALRIBCEHMAK,
AL RBHT5#Hk, LAERLAGLEE
REZEHRE. EIWR, LEEALFT
R P “EpRAL” o P B L FIEA LR P
Byt FEAdm L “Ern”
TEXMTRM., R, FALREZEANERS
T ERARA o, AR ARFEEHREAA
oV, “BRAEARRZEIN” LTRIRAL, BT
AR & R R “Hm I o —hsh
BRI, BAHMKEL “HBR” B
K, ARG “REAERRKKEIL” . &
Rbmt, #4032 AR LAY R3S, AT
VAR “HBZEI” URE AR EHLGE
o XA T KGR L, ik ag L
W, RERTHERBT “ZAiEZ T
FiE” W=,

AT RAT CAHAL” BB, BRI,
AER LR T @i FF5 A R,
A % A R ORI T &F LA
B tE, NMaRPEGEL, LRKT R
WEEBTER, BHET ZHNGESR,
X EGR, sk AR ARERRE LT .
g L RA, A @ELET K26y
Ko REEFRBURAIH 7@, #H A
o BAER, BARUAHAK, KA F5
EREA AT, XAPRER SR R
CARAL” R, XEARTETEM
“UERBER” | TR —FBRA LK
ey R, TTRE—FEM R T “Hfin
WARRY

Ethnic Chinese and “Nanyang culture” v1.1 2022-01-06



music. It may well be a nascent form of “Singaporean
Chinese music”.

8. Conclusion

The history of Chinese people in Southeast Asia goes back
a long time. Chinese culture in Southeast Asia has
constantly changed with the times. One certain thing is that
the culture of Southeast Asian Chinese people cannot
possibly remain static, and its changes vary from place to
place. In addition, their Chinese culture has absorbed local
(“Nanyang”) culture after prolonged immersion in multi-
racial and multi-religious Southeast Asia, resulting in a
new Chinese culture. As the Southeast Asian countries
became independent, overseas Chinese became identified
as native “ethnic Chinese” or “Chinese descendants”.
Chinese culture transformed further, and the
characteristics of “localisation” became more distinct.
However, it should be pointed out that the Chinese culture
of each country differs due to their environment.

At the end of the 20th century, China’s peaceful rise and
rapid economic advancement were followed by its
expanding soft power, causing an unprecedented impact
upon Southeast Asian Chinese culture. Subsequently,
Chinese culture has experienced a revival in many
Southeast Asian countries, and Southeast Asian Chinese
culture started transforming again. The rise of China is
inextricably linked to globalisation, without which China
would not have developed so rapidly.

Globalisation has transformed the world into a “global
village”. We in Southeast Asia can no longer close off the
outside world and live in seclusion. One often-overlooked
point is that while Southeast Asian Chinese are absorbing
“Nanyang culture”, they are also absorbing Western
culture. The influence of Eastern and Western culture on
Southeast Asian Chinese is more evident in painting,
literature and music. In this globalised era, the impact of
Western culture is even more evident to all.

Southeast Asian countries have made adjustments to their
economies in the face of unstoppable globalisation.
Singapore is one of the few which can adapt to
globalisation. Other countries are not so fortunate. They
are still actively searching for countermeasures.
Economically and socially, Singapore has absorbed a lot of
advanced scientific technology and new thinking to
survive and develop, as well as establish new markets
overseas. Due to declining birth rates and an ageing
population, Singapore has also absorbed large numbers of
new immigrants. This new situation has affected the form
and substance of Singapore’s culture and art.
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Southeast Asian Chinese culture will continue to change
under the influence of globalisation. One thing is certain: to
be accepted by Southeast Asians, Southeast Asian Chinese
culture cannot lack Southeast Asian cultural substance. In
other words, it cannot lack the substance of “Nanyang
culture”!
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