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Preface

Since my research exploration into China and attempting to understand the 
connections between Singapore Chinese and Mainland Chinese in the late 
1980s and 1990s, culminating in the publication of my book Rebuilding the 
Ancestral Village: Singaporeans in China (first published in 2000, second 
edition in 2011 and republished in 2022), much has changed in terms of the 
relationship between the Singaporean Diaspora Chinese and Mainland village 
Chinese that I have studied. The tenuous thread –​ that of shared common 
ancestors and ancestor worship –​ that bound these two groups together has 
weakened considerably through the last 30 years with the passing of the first-​
generation China-​born Singaporean Diaspora Chinese. During this period, the 
Chinese community in Singapore has sunk their roots and spread their branches 
(luodi shenggen, sanhua kaizhi 落地生根, 散花开枝) within the Singapore 
nation state. Today, we can witness several generations of Chinese who have 
called Singapore their home. The idea of luodi shenggen, sanhua kaizhi 落地
生根, 散花开枝 conveys that the Singapore Chinese community has firmly 
entrenched itself and grown in generational depth in this new nation state. 
They are the rooted local Chinese functioning within the Diaspora Chinese 
universe. Their connection to the ancestral home has weakened and is now 
perceived as part of a distant historical past of the first generation China-born 
ancestors who migrated out of and with some connections to the Mainland 
Chinese Universe.

The book Rebuilding the Ancestral Village charts the relationship between 
the Singapore Chinese and Mainland Chinese villagers of Anxi origin. It argues 
for the development of a moral economy based, in part, on ancestor worship 
that leads to this group of Singapore Chinese contributing extensively to the 
rebuilding of the ancestral village.

Today, the emigrant ancestral village is considered relatively prosperous 
and the phase of rebuilding the emigrant villages in the 1980s and 1990s has 
now been completed. On normal days, Anxi villages are relatively quiet. Many 
of those who have received assistance from their Singapore kin have left the 
villages and now resided in larger towns and cities, and are themselves wealthy 
by village standards. A large number now reside in Xiamen. On an everyday 
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basis, there is little communication between the Singapore Diaspora Chinese 
and the Mainland Chinese.

The centrality of ancestors and ancestor worship continues to feature prom-
inently in the Diaspora Chinese and China universes. It is a common practice 
for Chinese families in each universe to worship their immediate ancestors. 
Only on the occasions of communal ancestor worship and the religious cele-
bration of the Clearwater grand ancestor, Qingshui zushi gong, do we witness 
the social connections between these Chinese from the Diaspora Chinese and 
China universes coming together for this celebration. Ancestors and communal 
ancestor worship in this sense serve as a cultural bridge to bring together 
the Diaspora and Mainland Chinese to acknowledge their shared common 
ancestors and origin and to establish a common feeling among them. It also 
provides an opportunity for the local-​born young generations of Diaspora 
Chinese to come into contact with their ancestral home, witness elaborate 
ancestral ritual performances, and understand their lineage history and cul-
tural roots.

This book serves as a sequel to the book on Rebuilding the Ancestral 
Village: Singaporeans in China, but expands beyond it. It focuses on the cen-
trality and the dynamism of ancestor and ancestor worship from the religious 
and the sociocultural perspectives within the Diaspora Chinese and China 
universes. It explores the rootedness of ancestors and ancestor worship in the 
two Chinese universes in modernity. At the same time, there is a transnational 
mobility of the split ancestral souls crossing the ocean and being positioned in 
their ancestral hall or domestic household in their ancestral village. This book 
also examines that beyond the interaction between the Diaspora Chinese and 
the Mainland Chinese, there is the expanding role of the Mainland Chinese 
state that adopts ancestors and ancestor worship in its cultural diplomacy to 
bring Diaspora Chinese into its grand project of the Chinese civilizational 
polity. This book will also take the reader on a photographic journey to illus-
trate the richness of the various rites and ritual performances of ancestor 
worship.

Finally, this book argues for the formation of a collaborative Chinese cultural 
basin as a new framework to understand the social and cultural connections 
between the Diaspora Chinese and Mainland Chinese, including the Mainland 
Chinese state where each universe has its own identity and yet at the same time, 
there are shared cultural elements of which ancestor and ancestor worship 
remain as a crucial element between them. Needless to say, there are also 
similar and different interpretations in the practice and understanding of these 
cultural elements. As such, the collaborative cultural basin is heterogeneous 
and pluralistic in nature.
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1	� Introduction
Ancestor worship in the diaspora and 
Mainland Chinese universes

Introduction

In this introductory chapter, Chapter 1 tells the story of the importance of 
ancestor and ancestor worship by the Chinese from the Diaspora Chinese and 
the Mainland Chinese universes, with the latter including the Mainland China 
state. It opens with a brief definition of the Diaspora Chinese and Mainland 
Chinese universes and a discussion of the social interconnectivity among the 
different groups of Chinese from the Diaspora and Mainland China as they 
have traversed the migration and transnational circuit. This is followed by 
an exploration of the roles played by the Diaspora Chinese and the social 
connections between these two groups of Chinese in the performance of com-
munal ancestor worship in the emigrant ancestral village as they acknowledge 
their shared ancestors. This chapter also examines the generational divide 
between the first, second, and subsequent generations of Diaspora Chinese 
and Mainland Chinese, resulting in diverging interpretations and practices of 
ancestor worship. Finally, this chapter advances the framework of a collabora-
tive cultural basin that contains selected Chinese cultural elements of which 
ancestors and ancestor worship are included in the basin and embraced by the 
Diaspora Chinese and the Mainland Chinese.

Defining the global Diaspora Chinese universe

Who belongs to the global Diaspora Chinese universe? We define those 
people broadly having self-​identification as belonging to the Diaspora Chinese 
Universe as one key factor. The second factor is their ethnic affiliation, and the 
third is their citizenship claims within a nation state. The Diaspora Chinese 
identity has three layers including nation-​state citizenship, Chinese ethni-
city, and their self-​identification of Diaspora belongingness. This set of three-​
layered identification convey benefits and responsibilities. Commonly, we hear 
Diaspora Chinese describing themselves in the following manner: American-​
born Chinese (ABC), Australian-​born Chinese (ABC), British-​born Chinese 
(BBC), and Canadian-​born Chinese (CCC) in the Western world. In Southeast 
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2  Introduction

Asia, they call themselves Singaporean Chinese, Malaysian and Indonesian 
Chinese, Filipino Chinese, Thai Chinese, and Vietnamese Chinese.

Studies of Chinese identity within the Diaspora world have been linked to 
early migration, contemporary mobility, education, marriage, interethnic and 
intra-​ethnic relations, settlement, and the formation of Chinese communities. 
Within a nation-​state boundary, as Anderson argued for the rise of an imagined 
community, ethnic Chinese who have engaged in migration since the nine-
teenth century have adapted to a new environment and embarked on commu-
nity formation. From the nineteenth through the twentieth century, Chinese 
migrants gradually came into contact and interacted with people of different 
ethnicities. With the formation of new nation states after decolonialization, 
they also learnt a new social and political system of government. This led 
early Chinese migrants to become consciously aware, learn and adapt to a 
heterogeneous politico-​ideological, socio-​cultural, and religious landscape. 
First-​generation China-​born Chinese have built and developed their own 
community and rooted themselves in the nation state that they have chosen to 
call home, and together with the subsequent generations, they are the rooted 
Diaspora Chinese within a nation state. From the second half of the twentieth 
century, apart from economic migration, there was increased mobility for edu-
cation, talent employment, and political and lifestyle considerations. A sizeable 
number of those who left for education and talent employment have remained 
in the nation state in which they studied, resided, became naturalized, and 
made their home.

Rooted Diaspora Chinese, be they first and 1.5 generation or local-​born 
second and subsequent generations, owed their political allegiance to and are 
citizens of the nation state that they identify as their home. These Diaspora 
Chinese are situated within the global Diaspora Chinese universe. They 
embraced two sets of values and cultures. While they continued upholding 
selected aspects of Chinese cultural practices, they were also educated in the 
Western liberal ideology where ideas of democracy, freedom of speech, equality 
of rights, and other social values were intermixed with Confucian values that 
have become part of their everyday life discourse. They belonged to the rooted 
Diaspora Chinese community. One area of research has focused on the iden-
tity issue and social structural and cultural continuity through the study of 
Chinese social institutions, economic practices, the guanxi network, and socio-
cultural and religious practices that the Chinese continued to practice and 
uphold in their Diaspora home. Another area of research has considered the 
interethnic relationship between the Diaspora Chinese as ethnic minority and 
as model citizens where their success in the economic and professional sectors 
has been highlighted and that brought along tensions and rivalries. A third 
area of research has examined the transnational socio-​cultural relationship 
between the global Diaspora Chinese and the Mainland Chinese.

Within the Diaspora Chinese universe, there are also those who hold a  
long-​term pass and are awaiting residency. This group includes spouses, chil-
dren, and parents of those recently conferred citizenship of the nation state  

 



Introduction  3

and they transit between the transient and the permanent local Chinese com-
munity. Within this universe are also Chinese expatriates and professionals,  
migrant workers, students, asylum seekers, and others who are part of the  
recent transient Chinese community (see Figure 1.1).

Mainland Chinese universe

Mainland Chinese in the Mainland Chinese universe comprise five categories 
of Chinese living permanently or transiently in Mainland China and the terri-
tories under China’s sovereign rule. The first group are the Chinese and ethnic 
minorities born in Mainland China and who are People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) citizens. In China, apart from the majority Han Chinese, there are 56 
ethnic minority groups. Together, they are part of the 1.4 billion citizens of 
the Mainland Chinese state.

The second group are the PRC sovereign subjects. Within this category 
are the Hong Kongers and Macauese who were formerly under British and 
Portuguese rule until the return of sovereignty to the Mainland Chinese 
government in 1997 and 1999 respectively. They are postcolonial subjects 
and with the return of the former colonies of Hong Kong and Macau to the 
Mainland, they became part of China, yet in terms of status, they functioned 
semi-​autonomously as a result of the postcolonial arrangements with Britain 
and Portugal. They became Mainland Chinese subjects of the PRC because of 
the Special Administrative Region accorded to Hong Kong and Macau. Prior 

Figure 1.1 � Diaspora Chinese universe.

 

 

 



4  Introduction

to the return of sovereignty, the British and Portuguese colonial governments 
signed a joint declaration with the Mainland Chinese government under the 
rule of Deng Xiaoping. Under the joint declaration, both regions functioned 
under the “one country, two systems” framework where they were guaran-
teed a high level of autonomy and were exempted from laws of the PRC 
except those pertaining to security. The two regions were governed by the 
Mini Constitution of Hong Kong and Macau respectively which is effective for 
50 years after the return of sovereignty of Hong Kong in 1997 and Macau in 
1999. Hong Kong and Macau issued their own passports, their own identity 
card, and continued to issue their own currency that is fully convertible in the 
global financial market. However, with the passing of the National Security 
Law in Hong Kong in 2020, autonomy in Hong Kong has been increasingly 
restricted.

Under this arrangement, the Hong Kong and Macau populations continued 
to have rights to have dual citizenship. After the change of sovereignty, Hong 
Kong and Macau were governed by the existing laws but also came under the 
Mini Constitution where the ultimate governing control is with the central 
government of the PRC. For the Hong Kong and Macau populations who 
make visits to Mainland China, they were issued the “home return permit” 
(huixiangzheng, 回乡证), which allowed these Hong Kong and Macau 
residents to visit their home village, that is, China freely without the need for 
other permits. As Hong Kong and Macau residents are bound by their own 
constitutional laws and the Mini Constitution, they are thus Chinese subjects 
of the PRC until such time when the special administrative status comes to 
an end, and thus they observe all Mainland Chinese laws and regulations that 
apply to all regions in Mainland China. In the case of Hong Kong, the special 
administrative status would end in 2047 and for Macau in 2049. In terms of 
identification, the Hong Kong people see themselves as Hong Kong Chinese, 
while those in Macau see themselves as Macauese Chinese.

The third group of Chinese are the overseas Chinese returnees (guiqiao, 
归侨) and overseas Chinese refugee returnees (nanqiao, 难侨). This group 
of returnees were closely intertwined with the political development of the 
region where they first migrated to as sojourners and settled as migrants in 
the Southeast Asian region. After the Second World War and in the 1950s 
and 1960s, there were communist cells established in British Malaya and 
Singapore with a sizeable group of Communist Chinese operating in the 
region. At the same time, parts of mainland Southeast Asia, namely Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia, were falling into communist hands, leading to the 
“domino” effect that the other Southeast Asian countries feared. During 
the 1950s and 1960s, anti-​communist actions were taken by the British 
colonial government to eliminate Communism. As such, some Communist 
Chinese returned to Mainland China. They were dispersed to their ancestral 
villages and townships. They became the overseas Chinese returnees. Among 
them were also the overseas Chinese returnees from India, Thailand, and 
Myanmar.
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In the 1960s, a sizeable group of Indonesia-​born Chinese were studying in 
China. During this period, political turmoil occurred in Indonesia, culminating 
in racial riots where Indonesian Chinese were persecuted by the Indonesian 
government. Some Indonesian Chinese emigrated back to Communist China, 
while the Indonesian Chinese students who were studying in Mainland China 
remained behind. In the 1970s, Vietnamese Chinese suffered persecution and 
many left Vietnam on boats and by other means as refugees. A sizeable number 
were accepted by the Mainland Chinese government into China. Indonesian 
and Vietnamese Chinese were considered overseas Chinese refugees and over-
seas Chinese refugee returnees.

Since the 1950s, the Mainland Chinese government had established and 
placed the overseas Chinese refugee returnees on “emigrant Chinese farms” 
(huaqiao nongchang, 华侨农场) that were segregated from the mainstream 
population. During the 1950s through the 1970s, the number of overseas 
Chinese refugee returnees numbered 160,000. Today, this number has been 
reduced to 84,000. There was a total of 84 “emigrant Chinese farms”. Of 
these, 41 were built in the 1950s and 1960s and housed over 80,000 Chinese 
refugee returnees from Malaya, Vietnam, Indonesia, Myanmar, and India. In 
the 1970s, an additional 43 “emigrant Chinese farms” were constructed as 
a result of the acceptance of 26,300 Vietnamese Chinese refugee returnees 
into China. Today, these “emigrant Chinese farms” are scattered in different 
provinces, with 23 in Guangdong, 22 in Guangxi, 17 in Fujian, 13 in Yunnan, 
five in Hainan Island, three in Jiangxi, and one in Jilin (https://​baike.baidu.
com/​item/​%E5%8D%8E%E4%BE%A8%E5%86%9C%E5%9C%BA/​5269​
318?fr=​alad​din, accessed 6/​4/​2022).

The overseas Chinese returnees and overseas Chinese refugee returnees 
were resettled on these farms where they were provided with housing and 
basic amenities, and they were allowed to work in state-​owned factories and 
start their own businesses. However, through the years, the conditions of 
housing have deteriorated and today, the elderly returnees lived in them. They 
continued to be regarded as a marginal group within the Mainland Chinese 
society, separated from the main population. In the world of international 
relations, the overseas Chinese returnees as a social group have been showcased 
as part of Mainland Chinese policies to gain recognition and embracement of 
these Chinese as part of the Mainland Chinese polity. In short, this group 
of overseas Chinese refugee returnees was regarded as a social capital for 
the Mainland Chinese government to utilize to build up their international 
public image.

They were treated as a separate group of Chinese with regional cultural 
differences. Through the years, they were encouraged to highlight their cul-
tural differences with the Mainland Chinese. Today, language, food and cuisine, 
dressing, and other cultural practices of the Indonesian, Malaysian, and other 
groups of Chinese have been reified by the Mainland Chinese state and are 
treated as key markers or signifiers of the differences between them and their 
mainland counterparts. Contained within the spatial confines of an overseas 
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Chinese farm boundary and encouraged to practise a hybridized version of the 
Chinese culture, this group of Chinese continued to live at the margins of the 
main society as the “other Chinese”. Their status as the “other Chinese” con-
tinues right up until today as they and their younger generations continue to 
be tagged as such even though many no longer live on the “emigrant Chinese 
farms”.

For the Taiwanese Chinese, the One-​China policy framework was adopted 
that grouped the status of the Taiwanese Chinese community within this 
framework but with its own self-​governing structure and institutions. It is 
also noted that there continues to be tension between Mainland China and 
Taiwan as the Taiwanese state seeks to put political distance between itself and 
Mainland China, while the majority of the Taiwanese population is content to 
adhere to a more ambiguous notion of “One China” but with two interpret-
ations of its meaning.

The fourth group of Chinese are the highly skilled talented Mainland 
Chinese who have lived a considerable period of time in an overseas environ-
ment. Many are highly educated with skills that Mainland China desperately 
needs for its rapid development in science, technology, economics, maths, 
finance, and business. These Mainland Chinese are the seagulls (haiou, 海鸥) 
and sea turtles (haigui, 海龟) who have soared and have obtained high positions 
and status in an overseas environment. Many of them have naturalized citizen-
ship or permanent residence in Western parts of the world including America, 
Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and European countries. In recent 
years, they have also moved to Asian countries including Singapore and other 
Southeast Asian countries. With the aggressive economic strategies, China 
requires skilled professionals and these highly talented individual Chinese have 
been lured back to China with high salaries and perks to work for big private 
corporations and state-​owned enterprises (SOEs). They are considered tal-
ented Mainland Chinese. Among this group, many have retained their foreign 
citizenship but resettled in the Mainland China environment.

The last group are the transient Chinese with foreign nationality and who 
work as expatriates and guest workers. Among them is also a sizeable group of 
foreign students with Chinese ethnicity. They come primarily from Southeast 
Asia, but also from all over the world. These different groups of Chinese within 
the Mainland Chinese universe are summarized in Figure 1.2.

Migration, transnationalism, and global intersection

The first big wave of migration of the nineteenth century were the Chinese  
from the two southern provinces of Fujian and Guangdong in China who  
embarked on an outward migration journey to different parts of the world  
in search of greater economic opportunities. Poverty had been rampant  
in imperial China right through the Republican era where the majority of  
the peasantry were tenant farmers subjected to oppressive landowners. In  
Fujian and Guangdong, apart from tenant farmers, there were smallholders.  
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However, there was insufficient land to feed the growing population. As  
such, the majority of peasants were seeking new economic opportunities out-
side the region and across the oceans. At around the same time, gold mines  
were opening up across the world, in North America and Australia, while tin  
mines were opened in the Malay Peninsula. Along with this was the opening  
up of various types of plantations including rubber plantations in the Malay  
Peninsula, gambier plantations in the Indonesian archipelago, and sugar cane  
plantations in Central America. To facilitate the transportation of gold and tin  
ores, there was a need for the construction of railway tracks and roads in these  
regions. All these required labourers who could withstand the back-​breaking  
and long hours of hard labour. Chinese labourers as well as Indian labourers  
fulfilled the requirements.

Hence from the nineteenth century onwards, Chinese from Fujian and 
Guangdong began a long arduous journey moving northwards and south-
wards. From the regions of Kaiping, Sunde (Sun Tak), and Si-​yi (Sye-​Yap), 
Shantou and others in Guangdong, the Cantonese-​speaking Chinese sojourned 
to North America and Australia and helped open up the gold mines as well 
as railroads (Mountford and Tuffnell, eds., 2018). Some also made it to the 
Nanyang region. From Fujian province, Fujianese, Chaozhouese, and Hakka-​
speaking Chinese from the regions of Anxi, Nanan, Yongchun, Yongding, and 
Xiamen (Amoy) migrated to the Nanyang region (Purcell, 1967).

During the early period, these Chinese migrated as sojourners with an inten-
tion to work on a temporary basis, earn sufficiently to rebuild their home, and 
start a small business in their village, and subsequently retired in their home 
village. Hence during the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century, 

Figure 1.2 � Mainland Chinese universe.

 

 

 

 


