Overview of Scholarship on Southeast Asia’s Overseas Chinese During the Second World War

III.

Overview of Scholarship on Southeast Asia’s
Overseas Chinese During the Second World War

V6 Minh Vi

Introduction

When one is looking at the Sino—Japanese War and the Japanese invasion and occupation of South-
east Asia during the Asia-Pacific War, the topic of Southeast Asia’s Overseas Chinese in wartime and
their close connections to China is an important subject. This report will provide an overview of schol-

arship on the topic from Japan and Taiwan while suggesting possible directions for future research.

1. Japanese Wartime Research on the Overseas Chinese

The prolongation of the Sino-Japanese War and the broader geopolitical and strategic developments
of the 1930s dramatically increased Japanese interest in Southeast Asia. This was even more the case
when boycotts against Japanese goods were launched among the region’s Chinese communities.
During the war years, the study of Overseas Chinese began with empirical surveys of the current pop-
ulation. In the publications of Nan'yo Kyokai, Taiwan Sotokufu (the Government-General of Formo-
sa), and the Bureau of East Asian Economic Investigation that belonged to Mantetsu (the South Man-
churia Railway), the experiences of individual Japanese living in Southeast Asia and reports by various
official organizations were disseminated.

In the chronologically classified publications are listed in the “Index of Chinese-Chinese Affiliated
Books” published by the Asian Institute of Economic Research (Ajia Keizai kenkyujo), we can easily
see that the Japanese period most interested in the Oversea Chinese is during the second half of the
1930s to the first half of the 1940s. In order to capture the reality of the Oversea Chinese population,
the Japanese government has mobilized the main research institutes that actively conducts some schol-
arships about Overseas Chinese. These research surveys have conducted not only on the Southeast
Asian identity itself, but also on the relationship between Oversea Chinese with motherland and the
characteristics of Southeast Asia’s Oversea Chinese society from different angles like economics, poli-
tics, culture, language. The reports of these investigation were published, and laid the foundations for

Japanese understanding of the region’s Overseas Chinese during the wartime period.

2. Postwar Research
From the end of the Second World War through the 1970s, research concerning the Overseas Chi-
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nese, especially during the wartime period, received less attention. It was not until the 1970s that aca-
demic interest in the topic began to increase significantly. During this period, researchers on the mod-
ern history of China and Southeast Asia worked to clarify issues related to the Overseas Chinese
during the war from various angles. Most of this scholarship concentrated on five main topics. The first
was the anti-Japanese activities of Overseas Chinese, especially those residing in Southeast Asia. The
second was the social structure of Chinese communities in colonies or Japanese-occupied areas. The
third was the relationship between the Overseas Chinese and the governments of Chiang Kai-shek and
Wang Jingwei. The fourth was Overseas Chinese networks during the war. The final topic was Japanese
policy towards these communities.

Regarding anti-Japanese activities of Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, the most important re-
search is by Akashi Yoji." Akashi studied these activities throughout the various parts of the region. In
order to prevent the total loss of China to the Japanese army, Overseas Chinese organized campaigns
to raise funds for a strong China, boycotted Japanese products under the inspiration of the KMT
(Guomindang Party) and attempted to unify the various communities by organizing the General Asso-
ciation of Nanyang Chinese (Nanyang Huagiao Zonghui). However, such activities proved to be in con-
flict with their economic interests. Studying Overseas Chinese who were loyal to each of the two re-
gimes of Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei and these communities’ involvement in anti-Japanese
activities, Akashi found that the level of involvement varied according to place of origin. There was a
significant difference between Chinese from Guangdong and Fujian and those originating elsewhere.
Akashi also demonstrated that some Overseas Chinese cooperated with the local governments in their
countries of residence and reluctantly developed a more cooperative attitude toward Japanese to pro-
tect their own economic interests. Furthermore, he observed that many Chinese remained neutral to-
wards the Nanyang-wide political movement.

Ichikawa Kenjiro has surveyed both anti- and pro-Japanese movements among Overseas Chinese af-
ter the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, focusing on the Straits Settlements, Thailand and the Phil-
ippines. He studies in detail these communities’ material assistance for the War of Resistance and an-
ti-Japanese movements like the boycott.” Murakami Katsuhiko has also studied these resistance
movements aimed at saving the fatherland through different activities such as raising funds, boycot-
ting Japanese goods in favor of Chinese products, encouraging investment in China, and conducting
public appeals. As Murakami points out, however, this movement lost its strength once the Asia-Pacif-
ic War began.’

These studies tend to emphasize the patriotism and resistance of the Overseas Chinese communities

by illustrating their political and economic involvement in Southeast Asia-based movements and their

' Yoji Akashi, The Nanyang Chinese National Salvation Movement 1937-1941, International Studies, East Asian Series Research
publication, No. 5, Center for East Asian Studies, The University of Kansas, 1970.

> HIMET RS THARS SR Y 7S TEBREBGE) 47 5, 1972,

PO EREE THHEE R oS 7 s 746 TR EIR VRS ARSI 245851 1 1930 4E-40 FEROH - thoiads, WECHRg,
2001.



Overview of Scholarship on Southeast Asia’s Overseas Chinese During the Second World War

funding for anti-Japanese activities in China through their networks. However, there has been little
work focusing on the activities of Overseas Chinese in one particular area of Southeast Asia.

By contrast, some studies in recent years emphasize that there was some degree of cooperation be-
tween the Overseas Chinese and the Japanese. Kagotani Naoto, working in economic history, uses sta-
tistics from Japan to study the structures and motivation of Chinese communities in various parts of
East Asia, noting their overt commercial activities involving the Japanese.* Matsuura Masataka has
studied their political activities, noting that in preparation for the war, the Japanese made efforts to
utilize the potential of Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, Japan, and Taiwan and succeeded in gain-
ing considerable support from parts of these communities.’

Kagotani’'s and Matsuura’s studies have focused on instances of Overseas Chinese cooperation with
the Japanese, as opposed to the conventional emphasis on anti-Japanese activities. However, their re-
search does not analyze the motivations behind such cooperation. Regarding this issue, Kikuchi Kazu-
taka has explained that those who originated from Guangdong and Fujian may have had family mem-
bers held as “hostages” of Japan, which would explain their greater support for Wang Jingwei.’
Moreover, drawing on studies of Overseas Chinese communities not only in Japanese-occupied South-
east Asia but also in colonized Korea and Taiwan and in Japan itself, Kikuchi presumes that in areas
under Japanese rule, these Chinese were in no position to support resistance in China. He argues that
in these communities had only two choices: to return to China to protect themselves and their proper-
ty, or else to remain silent and cooperate with Japanese. In reality, he believes, a genuinely “neutral” at-
titude was not an option.’

Kikuchi, in his research, has analyzed the organizational structures and policies used by the Chiang
and Wang regimes to attract Overseas Chinese support.® Sankichi Yasui has focused particulary on the
Overseas Chinese community in Japan as a target of efforts by the governments in Peking and Nanjing.
He has shown how the latter regime in particular shifted its stance on the Overseas Chinese from “ene-
mies of the nation” to “good citizens”, and how they were drawn to the Japanese side and administered
through a carrot-and-stick policy.”

Relatively few studies on the Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia have been done in Japanese. Those
that have appeared, however, shed light on some aspects of policies toward Overseas Chinese and their
situation in British Malaya, the Dutch Indies, the Philippines, and southern China. Edie Hermawan
has examined correspondence between military and civil authorities for the period 1942-45 to study

the policies of the Japanese 16th Army in West Java toward the Chinese community and the response
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of local people to these policies. Hermawan concludes that the Chinese in West Java supported Japa-
nese policies, and that the Japanese administration there appears to have been “quite comprehensive”."
Ikehata Setsuho has followed a similar approach to study the Chinese community in Japanese-occu-
pied Philippines. Unlike Hermawan, however, Ikehata focuses on the persecution of Chinese by the
Japanese military and the resistance of Filipino Chinese against the occupiers.'!

Akashi's study of Japanese-occupied Malaya and Singapore, although it does not focus specifically
on the Chinese, helps to understand the structures, significance and limits of the Japanese presence.
Akashi examines the functioning of Japanese military authority, the activities of the Malayan Commu-
nist Party cadres, Japanese policies of arrest and detention, and their economic policy as well.'* He also
looks at the process of formulating the “Outline of Action of Overseas Chinese in Nanyang” policy
document produced by Military Command Number 25.

While Akashi, Hermawan and Ikehata have all looked at Japan's treatment of Overseas Chinese in
Southeast Asia, Higuchi Hidemi focuses on the Japanese Navy's policy in Fujian during the Sino-Japa-
nese War. As Higuchi explains, after the outbreak of the conflict, the Navy formulated its own ap-
proach towards Overseas Chinese along with the policy of the Wang Jingwei regime. He concludes that
“for Overseas Chinese, ‘pro-Japanese’ and ‘pro-Wang Jingwei’ were not the same. They were willing to
cooperate with any government which would build China and help it prosper even though such gov-
ernment might be pro-Japanese”."”

This author’s doctoral dissertation examined Japanese policies toward Overseas Chinese in French
Indochina, as well as their response and that of the French colonial authorities.'* Working through the
French regime, the Japanese military imposed pressure through coercion to repress anti-Japanese ac-
tivities within the Chinese community and ensure a stable supply of resources for the war effort.

The same explanation is found in studies on this topic by scholars in the PRC and Taiwan. Sources
from the KMT and Chinese Communist Party allow detailed analysis of the policies towards Overseas
Chinese followed by the Chiang and Wang regimes, including the activities of their respective offices
for Overseas Chinese affairs, with two fundamental slogans: “Overseas Chinese are the mother of Rev-
olution”, and “Patriotic Overseas Chinese”. Most studies have emphasized the bonds between China
and the overseas communities, as well as the latter’s patriotism and contributions to the anti-Japanese
resistance on the mainland. Since the 1990s, however, some studies, especially by scholars in Taiwan,
have taken a different perspective. Gu Hongyan's study of the Overseas Chinese community in Malaya
makes it clear that it is not sufficient to look at this topic only in terms of their patriotism. Gu observes

that in previous studies, the economic motivations of Overseas Chinese communities received little at-
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tention when in fact economic relations with the Japanese were often the defining factor in their rela-
tionship, notably in Indochina."®

Huang Xiaojian has noted the need to study the Overseas Chinese not only from the perspective of
nationalism but also with reference to demographics, political status, educational background, and so-
cial status. Huang is critical of scholarship which is excessively “China-centric” and thus fails to suffi-
ciently examine the roles of powerful individuals in the Overseas Chinese communities, the decisive
factors affecting the attitudes of these communities, and the conflicts between the Overseas Chinese
policies of the Chiang and Wang regimes.'® Li Yinghui divides the Overseas Chinese into “anti-Japa-
nese” and “pro-Japanese” groups, suggesting that the first were mainly new immigrants and the latter
those who had been born in their country of residence. Li notes that the characteristics of these over-
seas communities differed according to political environment, military influences, geography and eco-
nomic factors and that such diversity must be taken into account when one studies them."”

Shiu Wen Tang has used KMT archival documents to examine the Overseas Chinese community in
Vietnam during the Second World War and First Indochina War."® Shiu pays particular attention to
the material losses that that this particular community suffered during these years. He argues that after
the Japanese occupied Southeast Asia, a number of Overseas Chinese in Vietnam, especially those
from Guangdong and Fujian, considered that protecting their own lives was their highest priority and
in order to maintain their economic interests, they supported the Wang government, thus implicitly

cooperating with the Japanese.

Conclusion

Looking at the history of research on Overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, we can formulate a rough
chronology of its evolution. During the wartime period, studies of the Chinese communities consisted
mainly of empirical data collection. Subsequent scholarship began to study their wartime activities,
notably their relations with the Chiang Kai-shek and Wang Jingwei regimes. Of particular interest are
the measures taken against the boycotts of Japanese products, the economic and political links be-
tween the Overseas Chinese and China, and their support for the resistance there. Japan's carrot-and-
stick policies aimed at preventing such support have also been studied.

The most significant trend in this scholarship is the emphasis on the overseas communities’ close re-
lationship with mainstream Chinese politics. As Hara Fujio has demonstrated in his comprehensive
study, this relationship included very diverse attitudes and positions within these communities."

While Overseas Chinese generally felt some degree of loyalty and support toward China, their behav-
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ior depended on whether they supported the Chiang government or the Wang regime. This issue was
not considered in previous research but should continue to receive attention in future scholarship.

A number of issues still remain to be studied concerning the Overseas Chinese communities under
Japanese rule and their relations with the Japanese, both in Indochina and elsewhere in Southeast Asia.
For Indochina in particular, there needs to be further study of the local Chinese communities and the

degree to which they actually cooperated with the Japanese during the wartime period.



