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Who is a Chinese should be a simple question to answer. Itis not. On who is a Chinese, China’s
nationality law is clear. Anyone born in China to at least one Chinese parent is a Chinese national, and if
one then acquires a foreign nationality by settlement, one loses Chinese nationality and citizenship
automatically. There is no requirement for one to renounce it or to apply to lose it. But according to China’s
supreme leader, Xi Jinping, if one has Chinese blood running through one’s veins, one is Chinese, and
should strive to become a Chinese patriot. It is also not entirely clear what Chinese blood means by Xi. Is,
say, Uyghur or Tibetan or Korean or other minority blood as Chinese as the blood of the majority Han
people? At what percentage will a person of mixed parentage lose the right to claim Chineseness? There is
a circle here that needs to be squared though not from Beijing’s perspective.

The Chinese state has a monopoly in defining Chineseness, as it does on practically anything it deems to
be of national importance. It does not allow any Chinese citizen or, for that matter, foreigner to quote any
Chinese law to contradict its supreme leader. Thus, within China itself, Chineseness is whatever China’s
top leader or leaders say it is, and it can change. Challenging it is deemed at the very least unpatriotic.
Under Xi Jinping, the same can apply beyond China’s borders to anyone with an unspecified percentage of
Chinese parentage.

What about the sense of identity of people from Hong Kong, Taiwan and the Chinese diaspora. Are they
Chinese or are they not? Do they have agency in deciding their own identity? Are they allowed to identify
with cultural or civilizational China but not with the contemporary Chinese state, the People’s Republic of
China, which follows the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party and its core leader absolutely? The
answer is ‘yes’ under Chinese Law but ‘no’ while China is under the leadership of Xi Jinping. With China
being a Leninist party-state, the Communist Party and its supreme leader always lead the government or
the state. Chinese law cannot override the will of the Party or its supreme leader.

The identity of people in Hong Kong and, in particular, Taiwan is contested. While most people in Hong
Kong either identity themselves as Hongkongers or Chinese Hongkongers or Hong Kong Chinese, thus
holding a distinct identity or a dual sense of belonging to both Hong Kong and China, they are, since 1997,
legally nationals of the People’s Republic of China. To the Chinese state, this prevails over the nationality,
such as British National Overseas status that some Hongkongers have acquired as a result of British
colonial rule in Hong Kong. On this basis, it rejects Hongkongers with British National Overseas having
status as British nationals with a right to come, live and work in the UK, and a pathway to full UK
citizenship.

The situation of the people of Taiwan is even more complex. Even though the Chinese state claims
Taiwan as a sacred territory from ancient time, four historical facts need to be confronted. First, Taiwan has
never been part of the People’s Republic of China. Second, the Chinese Communist Party was until the
end of 1943 the strongest advocate that Taiwan should be granted independence from Japan once Japan
was defeated in the Second World War. Third, even the predecessor of the People’s Repubilic, the
Republic of China (1911-49) did not exercise sovereignty over Taiwan before the early 1950s. When it
administered Taiwan between 1945 and 1952, after the Second World War, it did so as the occupying
power, under the authority of General Order No. 1 of the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers, US



general Douglas MacArthur. Until the San Francisco peace treaty was signed in 1951, when Japan
renounced its sovereignty over Taiwan, it remained a part of the Japanese Empire albeit under Allied
occupation. The Republic of China arguably secured sovereignty of Taiwan from Japan when they signed a
peace treaty (The Treaty of Taipei) in 1952, which reaffirmed the terms of the San Francisco Treaty. (The
Republic of China could not join the San Francisco peace conference, as the UK had recognized the
People’s Republic in 1950 and thus did not accept the Republic of China could represent China.) Fourth,
the Qing Dynasty that invaded and incorporated the island of Taiwan into its empire in 1684 was a Manchu,
not Han, empire, in an era when China was itself conquered by the Manchus. It is debatable if Taiwan
before 1911 was a part of China or a part of the Manchu Empire, with both Taiwan and China proper being
Manchu colonies. (Manchu people were not considered a minority in China until the Republic of China was
founded in 1912.) The overwhelming majority of people in democratic Taiwan does not accept that Taiwan
is a part of the People’s Republic of China, and Taiwan’s official name remains the Republic of China or
the Republic of China on Taiwan. Does this make its citizens nationals of the People’s Republic or of a
separate political entity, the Republic of China? If they are deemed Chinese, would this make them a
special category of ‘Chinese’, one distinct from the Chineseness defined by Beijing? Should people of
Taiwan have a right to decide who they are?

Ethnic Chinese in the global Chinese diaspora is even more complex in their identity. The overwhelming
majority of them are simply citizens and nationals of their countries of birth or adoption, who have Chinese
ancestry. Among recent emigrants from the People’s Republic some still identify themselves as Chinese in
the sense Beijing defines it. Some do not, and have embraced the nationality of their adopted countries. As
to emigrants from Taiwan and Hong Kong they overwhelmingly do not. And then there are descendants of
earlier Chinese emigrants predating the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949. And people of mixed
parentage with, to use the Xi language, some Chinese blood running in their veins. There is a wide
spectrum of views among them in terms of how Chinese they are, and what being ‘Chinese’ means.

Is Chineseness historically well entrenched? Was the last imperial dynasty, the Qing (1644-1911), as
Chinese as its predecessor, the Ming (1368-1644)? The Qing was strictly speaking an empire of the
Manchu people who conquered, among others, the Ming, which was the last imperial dynasty of the ethnic
Han people. Is such a distinction even meaningful, since the modern Chinese identity did not get created
until after China became a republic in 19127 Should Chineseness be benchmarked against bloodline or
sense of identity based on people’s feeling and choice?

Ultimately, who should decide what being Chinese means. Is it right that the state should have a monopoly
over this? Should people constituting the nation have a right to decide too?
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