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The Changes in Identity of the Chinese
in the Philippines:
A Transition from a Community of
Immigration to Settlement

Shaocong Zeng

Abstract

The Identity of the Chinese is a senstitive and complex issue in the
Philippines. The change in the identity of the Chinese is closely connected
with their transition from a community of immigration to that of settle-
ment. The large-scale emigration of Fujian and Guangdong people to the
Philippines began in the mid-Ming Dynasty. They labored, lived and multi-
plied, settling to form their own community. After World War II, with the
break-off of transportation between China and the Philippines, many
Chinese failed to return to their motherland but died abroad, which lessened
their identification with their homeland. Especially from 1949 to 1975, when
there was no diplomatic relationship between the two countries and direct
contact discontinued, the Chinese there lost hope of returning to their home-
land. Furthermore, before the break-off of diplomatic relations between the
two countries in 1975, the Philippines government made all the Chinese
there naturalized. That caused a fundamental change in the identity of the
Chinese in the Philippines, and a gradual transition took place in the
Chinese community: from a community of immigration to that of settle-
ment. The period from World War II to 1975 can be regarded as a “transi-

tional period” in which the “community of immigration” moves towards a
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“community of settlement”. Of the many factors that can be used to evalu-
ate this change in the identity, the following three are the most significant:
1. Identity with the nation; 2. Identity with the government, i.e. identity of
citizenship and their attitudes toward particpating in local political affairs;
3. Whether they return and die in their homeland or become rooted in settle-
ment. These three factors can be used as indicators for the identity of the
Chinese in the Philippines and also as the criteria for the transition of the
Chinese community from “immigration” to “settlement.” The issue of the
identity of the Chinese in the Philippines highlights a common problem
among the Chinese in most southeastern Asian countries. Therefore, the
study and discussion of this issue should be of some help in understanding
the changes in the identity of overseas Chinese.

Key Words: The Philippines Chinese, identity, social changes,
community of immigrant, community of settlement



