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Virtual China, Representations and the Internet 

Kia ora koutou, kia ora koutou, kia ora katou. Ni men hao.

First, I would like to acknowledge the people of Tamaki – the Ngati Whatua, Ngati Paoa and Tainui and their hospitality. Secondly, I like to thank the organizers and in particular, Liu Sheng for his persistence and invitation.  Thirdly, thank you for making all this happen – it is a tribute to you that today we have a dynamic and active community and politically, the Chinese community in Aotearoa/New Zealand have made some significant inroads. This is vastly different from my first experiences here nearly thirty years ago. The Chinese community was small then and many saw them as docile, submissive, hardworking, geek-like and model citizens. Then, my involvement in Bastion Point was seen as misguided by many Asians and Chinese, and I was an aberrant to my kiwi friends. Politics was a no-no for many. Today, the Chinese here and elsewhere are engaged socially, politically and asserting themselves. This conference for example, (re)claims and redefines the derogatory banana interpellation and seeks to map out and pose new questions and new directions for the Chinese and their identities. Amongst other things, it raises the question of the global role of the Chinese and invariably, puts at its core, the critical issues of histories, migrations and politics. In part, this is due to the rise and rise of China and in part, the advent of identity politics. Together, these two strands bring forth a new cultural awareness, a new cultural Chineseness as it is being claimed.

There are a number of strand that I want to pursue today. I want to talk about the rise and rise of China and its implications. Then, I will talk about the success of the Chinese diaspora in trade and commerce throughout the twentieth century. Finally, I will discuss the impact of the Internet on the Chinese globally. I, however, caution against an uncritical embrace and reception of this technology and argue that as transformative as the Internet is made out to be,  it is important that its political economy be critically examined so that the Internet can remain vibrant and critical. 

The Rise and Rise of China

Not a single day goes by without news, debates and comments on China. China is visible everywhere – in the news, in the workplace, in our homes and in every trip to the store. It has become a supercharged industrial superpower, growing three times faster than the United States. It uses 40% of the world’s concrete and 25% of its steel and the words "Made In China" have become as universal as money.  1.3 billion people or a fifth of the world’s population lives there and it beckons like Old Cathay with its wealth and riches. It has become an El Dorado, ‘the good news that the weary world economy needs’ (Sieren, 2007). 

Its people, the Chinese are likened to fire ants foraging and eating their way round the world. More than 300 of the Fortune 500 companies now operate in China and the country today is the largest magnet of foreign investment in the world. Chinese companies now treadd the world seeking new sources and outlets for investment. Haier and Lenovo have become major companies in the world. Pearl River Piano Group is the second largest manufacturer in the world. At the same time, China has been a net exporter of people. Today, millions of ‘Chinese’ reside in different parts of the world.

Indeed, representing China is ‘a major literary industry’ (Gelber, 2007: 3) and China-watchers have been very busy. Such profusions is confusing and daunting but somehow, many proudly claim the ability to ‘read’ and ‘understand’ China and somehow, have the magic DNA to the Chinese mind. The Chinese Mind Game, Inside Chinese Business, Inside the Chinese Mind all compete with their prescriptions of unpackaging the rather abstruse Chinese mind. 

The interest in China is not new. It has as Jonathan Spence claims, been evident from China's very first engagements with the west – its inventions, silk, spices, silver and wealth  fascinates, beckons and seduces (Spence, 1998). China has been a dream and many have become ‘victims of both economic fantasy and  Chinese economic reality’ (Studwell, 2005: 21). Despite this, this dream remains stradfast in our imaginings, and we continue to be charmed by its seemingly opulence and history. For example, anyone visiting Beijing cannot be but overwhelmed  by the Forbidden City (the Palace Museum), some 720,000 square metres in size with artefects strteching back about 5,000 years ago. 

Indeed, these images resonate. Historically, China has been depicted as an ‘imperial empire’, a ‘powerful’ country, ‘cultured and literate’, However, other descriptions also apply – it was and is ‘despotic’, a ‘weak empire’, a ‘communist utopia’, a totalitarian regime, and a new threat. China is a land of contrasts: ancient and modern, rich and poor, a business Shangrila and a business traducer. Its people, the Chinese, likewise, have seen as part of ‘an invasion’, ‘yellow hordes’, the ‘red menace’, part of ‘Mao’s blue ants’ and linked with malevolent figures dead set on world domination e.g. Fu Manchu, Ming. 

In the midst of such competing views, one might ask: are we ready for a world where the West have to co-exist with and might even be replaced with a competing world replete with Chinese characteristics? Or do we merely grow and maintain our staid and long-held obsolete views? In a recent book, Rob Gifford suggests that the latter is true. As he puts it, ‘In spite of all the changes in China, the Western world is still stuck in its dangerously outdated, black-and-white view of the country, tripping over its own superlatives about unprecedented growth and progress, or retreating into old Cold War stereotypes and warnings of ‘the (new) China threat’. 


Too Big to Ignore: The China Threat/Syndrome?


In a recent book, Julia Lovell (like the great Chinese writer Lu Xun) wrote poignantly of The Great Wall of China. For Lovell, The Wall characterises a large part of China’s imaginings – a defensive construction built and consolidated through the centuries to protect the empire from the invasions of the nomads. This symbol of an immured Chinese mind is, however, misguided. Lovell and indeed, a host of other writers have reminded us, that the history of China is more porous – there were cross-fertilisations of ideas and practices, and China was not a hermit kingdom as some historians claimed. The opening up of China circa 1976 suggests a new beginning and since then, the Chinese economy, society and polity have been radically transformed. Skyscrapers dominate urban landscapes; there is mass urban migration, and today, the market and its accompanying ‘pleasures’ all constitute part of China’s new karaoke capitalism.  With a fifth of the world’s population, China and the Chinese will have considerable quantitative and qualitative impact on the global village. This is not to suggest that the West is passe; its technological, economic and scientific impact will still be felt and also continue to have influence on China. A number of writers have decried the illusion of China – China was ‘at best...a second-rank middle power’ (Segal, 1999) while others saw China stagnating in a ‘trapped transition’. Elsewhere, we are reminded of the ‘yellow peril’, a ‘China threat’.  

While some of these observations may have some kernel of truth – e.g. China is a developing country with more than 1.3 billion people and that it has a lot to do to catch up with the developed world, the idea of serious Chinese influence on the global village can appear far-fetched. But if we look at some empirical ‘facts’ – since 1978, per capita income has increased 10 times and foreign trade has boomed from US$20 billion to the current $1 trillion. According to the OECD (2005), China ICT exports were valued at US4180 billion, compared with America’s US$149 billion.  It has been suggested that by the end of the year, China would have overtaken Germany as the world’s third largest economy; the growing influence of China cannot be denied.  

The ‘China threat’ leitmotif has been historically constant – the threat of the yellow hordes, their corruption of our morals and the evils of Communism. Today, it remains an industry. Costanstine Menges (2005) warns us of ‘the gathering threat’; some pointedly proclaim The China Threat (Yee, 2002; Gertz , 2002) while others point to Chinese deception and plan to dominate the world (Mosher’s Hegemon: China's Plan to Dominate Asia the World and Timperlake’s Red Dragon Rising) . Indeed, conflict and war was ‘coming’ and inevitable (Bernstein & Munro, 1998; Navvaro, 2007). Clearly, there is a fear of China’s capacity to influence on a massive scale our world system; more importantly, it retains the view that this impact is and will be inherently negative. Rather than arguing that China’s opening up and its subsequent rise should be adored and condemned a priori, as analysts, we have a duty to be objective and inject some rationality and critical analysis into the debate. The rise of China like the rise of the UK and the USA is a historical process and the course of history is not predetermined; it can turn in directions unforeseen by those who guide it and is often misunderstood by those who study it.  Clearly, the China threat/syndrome is rather alike the ‘China fever’ syndrome: they both promise more than the reality and that the truth somehow resides somewhere in between these two extremes. In so doing, I want to claim that it is probably more useful and meaningful to invoke ‘the China factor’ and not let short-term variations (positive or negative) be mistaken for long-term tendencies. China's future will be a melange of successes, failures and crises, and this will be increasingly played out on a stage where Chinese influence and practices (including cultures) will be critical props.


Does Eating McDonalds Makes us American and Does Eating Noodles Makes Us Chinese?


In the study of international business and management, we remind students that to be effective, we have to be sensitive to local norms, traditions and customs. This ‘glocalisation’ of social and business practices is important as it points to the resilience of contexts, institutions and practices.   At the same time, per Hofstede and his adherents, culture, we are constantly told, is evolving and dynamic. Sociologists and cultural theorists have sought to disabuse us that there is only one road, one path to modernity. The Stages of Growth, notwithstanding, is not linear and that development encompasses different circuits of engagement. Institutional practices shape path-dependencies and different modernities can be discerned. As such, what does it mean when I claim from the above that the world would increasingly have a Chinese tint? Would it not be the other way given that Chinese youths are enamoured with the ‘west’. Eating at McDonalds and/or KFC proclaims one’s westernness, one’s modernity. It is ‘cool’ to appear ‘modern’ and ‘western’, and to speak some English is to acquire some ‘face’, some largesse which we can cash in the business world. For many Chinese graduates, working in a joint venture, where the partner is preferably ‘western’, is preferable as it offers higher pay and a career path. But do such practices constitute the inevitable triumph of the ‘west’ and ‘the end of (Chinese) history’?

 
The French historian, Fernand Braudel (1902-85), has reminded us that we need to take a longer view of history. If we critically analyse Chinese histories, it would be apparent that past interactions between China and what was foreign to it show an immense capacity to cope with, manage and discipline the disparate elements threatening China. Strategies employed range from outright conquest and control, negotiated peace, settlement to yielding, but only to assimilate them, as in the case of the Mongols and the Manchus and then reporduced as part of the Chinese continuity.  Unchanging, immutable China is a myth. This view of history precludes change – it fails to account for social evolution and/or transformation e.g. the significant impact of the Chin dynasty on China with its first ‘emperor’ (Mote, 1971, Bodde, 1986) and/or the more recent impact of the CCP.  Buddhism and even Confucianism have trekked torturous routes but each has been ‘modified’ and transformed to fit specific Chinese contexts. Indeed, China's history carries both continuities and discontinuities.

China’s resilience is not a mystery. Sociologists have reminded that ‘retraditionalisation’, ‘detraditionalisation’ and hybridity are part and parcel of cultural exchanges (Lash, Heelas and Morris, 1996). In China, we can find for example a Cantonese restaurant with Rococo furniture or at a Shanghai middle-class home where reproductions of European impressionists co-exist on the same wall with Chinese calligraphy. We also find such hybrid practices in design, in architecture and indeed, if such is the human condition, why should we expect China to be any different? How can one seriously believe that current ‘western’ material practices - related with food, music, clothes, the use of English, etc - is going to affect and transform China and the Chinese unilaterally? 

Globalising China?

Some forty years after the Cultural Revolution nightmare, thirty years after Deng Xiaoping's decision to reform and to open the People’s Republic of China (gaige kaifang), Chinese people are embarking on their ‘Age of Discovery’. Travel, education and the Internet augment this quest. In 2006, China sent about 150,000 students abroad ; the World Tourism Organization predicts that by 2020, 100 million Chinese tourists will travel the world. Chinese is already the second language on the Internet, with more than 170 million Chinese netizens. Globally, China is ‘sexy’ and ‘in’. Already 30 million non-Chinese are learning Mandarin. Beijing has established Confucius Institutes (following the example of the Alliance Francaise, Goethe Institutes or British Councils) both to teach Chinese and to explain Chinese culture worldwide.  Movie director Zhang Yimou, composer Tan Dun and cellist Ma Yoyo (born in Paris and educated in the US) are internationally acclaimed for their talent and creativity. Gong Li, Jet Li, Jackie Chan, Zhang Ziyi and Maggie Cheung have penetrated European or American imagination. Chinese design is enriching fashion and Chinese brands such as Lenovo, Haier and Huawei are increasingly recognized globally.

China's direct investment overseas is rising rapidly. Since 1979, China has invested close to US$600 billion overseas in more than 160 countries. In 2004 alone, China’s direct investment overseas reached $5.5 billion, surging 93% over 2003. China has the most attractive location for foreign direct investment and this trend is likely to continue with the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics and the 2010 Shanghai World Expo.

Today, we readily talk about globalisation but historically, the Chinese has traveled abroad for trade and religious reasons. Buddhist pilgrims traveled to parts of Central, South and East Asia, and the various Chinese dynasties have had both trade and diplomatic contacts with various parts of Southeast, Central and East Asia. With their trading and their middleman role, Chinese traders have been extremely important for helping to make the economies in which they live more developed and more prosperous. Chinese traders have been busy turning segmented regional markets into one big world economy for centuries. Even as long as 500 years ago, Australia was part of the global market place, when Bugis sailing ships from Sulawesi visited northern Australia to acquire ‘sea slugs for Chinese merchants who then traded them around Asia. The opening up of China since the Opium Wars, the crisis in Qing China, the gold finds in the U.S. and Australia, the coming to power of the Chinese Communist Party and the more recent 1989 Tienanmen massacre and the inflow of Chinese students set off successive waves of migration. Really, as various authors have suggested, globalisation is nothing new - it is only the speed and the volume of trade that differs now. 

The Chinese Diaspora

The term ‘Chinese diaspora’ is one of the most important and largest diasporas the world has ever seen. Although its contribution is much wider than merely in commerce, it is in business that its contribution has been especially noted. The cross-border connections that traditional overseas Chinese business people have had have been important in drawing together countries and their economies all this century. The Chinese world is not only made of the 22 provinces - nine of them more populous than France, with obviously many subcultures - five autonomous regions, four municipalities, two special administrative regions (Hong Kong and Macau) of the People's Republic of China, Taiwan and the highly Sinicized Singapore but it also includes an active global Chinese diaspora. The ‘Sons of the Yellow Emperor’ (Pan, 1990) - estimated at 40 million people, are not just about Chinese restaurants (although food and cooking are key elements of culture) or Chinatowns but are also a cultural expression of being Chinese. 

Overseas Chinese communities are today found in literally most countries of the world, ranging from Calcutta to the West Indies, and they have made significant economic, social and political impact in many of these places. Inevitably, the issue of their identities and loyalties arise as nation-states viewed them with great suspicion; diasporic Chinese are seen as ‘sleepers’ acting in the service of a powerful, threatening China and to be activated by some remote, cryptic and mythical code. But as numerous writers have pointed out, diasporic Chinese communities have followed distinct paths of development and acquired identities that are different from each other. For example, in Southeast Asia, the Chinese adopted a range of identity management strategies, from adaptation to accommodation, acculturation to assimilation to negotiate their positions in different host countries. These different positions depend largely on the delicate balance between them as a group and the social and political climate in their host societies (Wang, 1991). Wang Gung Wu (1991) also found among Southeast Asian Chinese the co-presence of multiple identities which include local national identity, communal identity (very important in Malaysia where the Chinese constitutes about 30 percent of the population), ethnic identity, nationalist identity (that promoted and nurtured by Chinese nationalist governments), past-oriented historical identity (based on the view of the great Chinese civilisation), cultural identity (often referred to as ‘Chinese-ness’) and class identity. 

Clearly, there is no singular experience of the Chinese diaspora. It is facilitated by transport and communication and has spread rapidly; it is also experienced quite differently. Despite this, many of us (including many postmodern academics) cling to them and maintain the idea of an imagined constant, unwavering, unchanging Chinese-ness. There is, for many, the conflation of community, ethnicity and nationalism and a seeming resistance to histories of both China and the diasporic overseas Chinese communities. 

Consuming Chineseness

For the layperson, Chineseness is not complicated. If you looked yellow and have Mongoloid features, you must be Chinese or fall into that meaningless but expansive category, Asian. Both Chinese and non-Chinese assume that Chineseness is non-problematic – Chineseness is assumed to be a homogenous whole and is derivative of China, its history and traditions. Indeed, Chinese histories have been presented to us through a principle of homology whereby every level of state and society are merely repeated in grand, continuing traditions of waves of quintessentially Chinese dynasties, providing unity, stability and unchanging.  And of course, when we referred to a Chinese identity, are we talking of a Tang identity or Han identity for they denote different historical periods, borders, cultural practices and even possibly, political affiliations e.g. Southern Chinese have often used the Tang nomenclature over the Han one, and in Taiwan, there is a recognition that an indigenous Taiwanese identity is not necessarily the same as that preferred by the Nationalist Party or even resembling that of mainland China. 

A closer examination of ‘Chinese’ practices would show that many ‘Chinese’ virtues, ostensibly rooted in Confucianism, are recent and Ming-derived. Similarly, in the arts, we have Li Bai, Su Dong Pou and many others but each emphasized a genre and a tradition. Moreover, not all Chinese (in mainland China and amongst the overseas Chinese communities) speak Mandarin and there are different understandings of Chineseness amongst the overseas Chinese communities and those in the mainland and the autonomous region of Macao and Hong Kong. The celebration of ‘Chinese’ festivals amongst overseas Chinese communities, including those who emigrated from the PRC, are different and clearly, Chineseness is a continual struggle along multiple historical and social nodes. It is partial and still forming but for supporters and adherents, it offers a sense of belonging and solidarity.  It invests the idea of a ‘Chineseness’ a desirable, timeless, authentic aura through an assortment of fragmentary but clearly definable practices and customs. These practices provide a prism as well as a prison through which Chineseness is conceived and authenticated.  For overseas and ‘dislocated’ Chinese, it provides them with a land in which they are at home, a history which is uninterrupted and theirs alone and a privileged access to a vast heritage of culture and creativity. Through this essence, the Chinese create for themselves their own terms of cultural preservation and negotiation, a ‘defensive’, pleasurable and enjoyable, powerful alternative (Chinese) community and model (Dirlik, 1996). Economically and politically, it offers the prospects of powerful and recognisable, friendly networks (guanxi) enabling and transformative transnational actors. Thus, not surprisingly, diasporic communities seek to create a sense of belonging and strategically participate, contribute and collude in national imaginings, national consciousness and national identities which are constantly refracted through the dialectic between the past and the present. This ‘making of race’ is a fluid, contingent process, open and reflexive – it allows for posing, ‘yielding’, amplifying and reinvention e.g. that of traditions and customs or even that of identities. 

Globalisation, ICTs and the Chinese 

In this age of new technologies and rapid communications, the rise of computer-mediated communication has and is creating communities in cyberspace where ‘like-minded’ people are able to relate, bond and interact with each other across space and time (Rheingold, 1993; Jones, 1995). Cybercommunities’ protagonists argue that ICTs offer an alternative information and relation network enabling relation-ness and connectivity amongst its participants. It renders the possibility of an imagined community where participants are able to immerse themselves in and craft their own sense of belonging-ness. The sense of camaraderie, consciousness and identity engendered is empowering, affirming and ‘pleasurable’ (Sun, 2000). In the case of diasporic communities, cyberspace allows them on the one hand, to transcend their isolation, their nostalgia, their displacement and their pain of dislocation and on the other, to mobilise and form themselves culturally and politically as they re-construct their space, place, connection-ness and sense of home. This is facilitated through the articulation, re-telling and (re)construction of shared pasts, histories, stories and memories. Via the repetitive deployment of these strategies, home is experienced, recreated and experienced, enabling a sense of continuity, familiarity, communality and community.

The Chinese digital diaspora via various personal Web pages and institutional and/or commercial sites thus tellingly reconstructs and reproduces an elaborate system of social, cultural, religious and professional organisations, all of which coalesce around ideas of commonality of origins and present lives, shared culture and heritage, and common goals and desires. Chinese customs, traditions, religious practices, histories, restaurants, foods, films and other Chinese products usher in a familiarity and naturalise it. Community is invoked — albeit an imagined one — but nonetheless symptomatic of the need to create cultural and social alliances that foster a sense of identity in the wake and tide of dispersement, displacement unleashed through the process of globalisation. For instance, the Web site for Chinese News Digest (www.cnd.org) now operates globally. Started in North America, today, it operates across all continents, offers five weekly English publications (CND-Global News, CND-US Regional, CND-Canada regional, CND-Europe/Pacific, China Internet News Letter), one Chinese magazine (Hua Xia Wen Zhai) and a database. In the database, one finds a virtual museum of the ‘Cultural Revolution’, a Fairbanks memorial Chinese History Virtual Library; photo archives about the Nanjing Massacre; records of the 1989 Tienanmen Event; an alumni service, a job center and a technical help for Chinese software. Maintained by volunteers and as a non-profit outfit, it has become ‘home’ and a ‘spiritual food station’ for many of its subscribers and participants. There are also, of course other public avenues e.g. huaren.org and newsgroups such as SocCulture.China, Talk.Politics.China, Alt.Chinese.Text and China.Chat enabling forums and chats to be conducted and ideas to be shared. More recently, there is Virtual China. Most of these sites create a naturalised space of ‘China’ on the Web and tend to pose Chinese identity as isomorphic with an imagined, unitary China. When it is not, it becomes a travelogue, a tour and an artifact - consumable and pleasurable.

Many of these sites unwittingly allude to an insider-outsider dichotomy, especially in its privileging of ‘mainland’ Chinese events and issues; there is often an assumed knowledge and familiarity with it (such as the Tienanmen incident and the in-jokes surrounding China’s recent past). Language and Chinese software further distinguish and categorise differences amongst the Chinese participants accessing the sites. And yet in its production of a Chinese-ness and a Chinese identity, it glosses over regional differences in culture, cuisines and customs in China and of course, critically, the overseas Chinese communities dispersed globally. There is an erasure of differences amongst the various Chinese communities; there is an assumed Chinese commonality, a shared common history and clearly the ‘Chinese selves’ produced in this digital diaspora are very different from identities within the larger global Chinese community or for that matter, China itself. In many of these sites, a strategically ‘pure’, collective identity is enabled and facilitated through these new ICTs as a response and as a means of coming to terms with a material identity, marked by difference, multiplicity and fragmentation. They ‘create powerful attachment to ideas of homeland that seem more deeply territorial than ever’ (Appadurai, 1996: 177). 

Some critics have suggested that this resurgence of identities via the deployment of some mythical essentialism (Chinese-ness) is regressive. Others see this ‘long-distance nationalism’ as inevitably non-responsible — there is neither responsibility nor accountability for the long-distance politics undertaken, and that such protagonists are easy preys for shrewd political manipulators (Anderson, 1992:13; see also Tay, 2000). While there may be an element of truth in that identities can be manipulated by shrewd and unscrupulous politicians, it does not necessarily follow that asserting and reclaiming one’s identity is tantamount to a subscription of and conscription to a ‘nationalist’ interpellation. Indeed, recent cases e.g. the Wen Ho Lee case in the USA, the case of the Indonesian Chinese, the Hainan plane issue, the issue of Chinese imported goods and food, suggest that some may rally in defence of the Chinese cause  whilst others do so for other political reasons. Indeed, the latter response is not based around some narrow, exclusive ‘blood’ politics but is linked to the configuration of contemporary (web) politics. For example, many digital Chinese Web sites e.g. www.dimsum.co.uk, http://www.tsinoy.com/)and blogs e.g. China in Transition (http://josieliu.blogspot.com/), Paper Republic (http://paper-republic.org/), Status of Chinese People (http://chinaview.wordpress.com/), while acting as bulletin boards, provide information and analyses of local and global events enabling different political and social practices. No longer nation and/or space-bound, such web practices may revive ethnic identities, rejuvenate a new politics of nation-hood or bring forth a new cultural politics of belonging which may create new affiliations and foster a new sense of communion. 

Doing Business Online

Overseas Chinese have enjoyed considerable success in commerce but the rules of the game have been ‘blown to bits’. The Internet and e-commerce are having a considerable impact on how business around the world is conducted. In the past, information constraints is a significant market deterrent. Overseas Chinese have, through their 'families' and networks, have been able to mediate this gap through their information linkages, brokerage and networks, enabling them to leverage resources and conduct successful arbitrage. The Internet, through its ‘mediating’ effects and information manipulation, is challenging the traditional ‘middlemen’ role of  overseas Chinese businesses. Its speed and reach increases productivity and in integrating markets, enables better management of the supply chain. Consequently, prices fall and margins are eroded. Traditional arbitrage roles come under pressure.

In Asia, businesses have been slow to offer their goods and services for sale online. It is estimated that for every $7 spent in Asia online, $6 of it ends up in the coffers of e-commerce companies outside Asia. Of course, Asia’s governments and businesses are keen to lead the push into e-commerce. But Asia’s relative slowness to take to e-commerce has more to do with mindsets than money. A lot of people in Asia have grown wealthy from property. Old habits are hard to break, and indeed, so far, some of Asia’s attempts to grapple with the Internet seem to be more about real estate than the brave new world of e-commerce e.g. Hong Kong’s publicised Cyberport development, Malaysia’s Multimedia Super Corridor. These developments appear to be more about the infrastructure and the offices, rather than the people in them and how their creativity will be developed and deployed. 

Traditional overseas Chinese business have concentrated on goods, rather than services. There is a focus on physical inputs, but rarely are services, be they research and development, staff training, legal advice, accounting advice, marketing and so on, seen as integral and central to the business. Traditionally, many overseas Chinese businesses are run on cash accounting basis. The trouble with many Internet start-ups is that there’s little cash and that also requires investment.  This is further complicated by the fact that typically, these Chinese businesses are been family-owned and do not readily welcome outside investors and certainly not if they threaten the control of the founding family. Moreover, outside investors demand accountability and transparency in how a firm manages its books. This is also something not practised in many traditional overseas Chinese firms. Moreover,  e-commerce threatens to upset traditional family and work place relations in Asia.  

However, it is not all one-sided. There are overlapping similarities between Chinese firms and many e-commerce practices.  The very hands-on approach of senior management in traditional overseas Chinese firms (especially compared with their more aloof Western competitors) is one such similarity. Also, traditional overseas Chinese business typically concentrate on high volumes and low margins – another similar practice common in e-commerce firms, allowing volumes to increase and margins to be even finer. The long time horizons in decision making that many traditional overseas Chinese firms have should also lend itself to e-commerce with profits possibly years away. Finally, there is little separation between the typical ownership and management of e-commerce firms and the typically patriarchal style of overseas Chinese business founders.  Decisions are also often reached quickly, enabling quick responses. Clearly, there is some compatibility in the way traditional Chinese businesses conduct themselves vis-a-vis their contemporary e-commerce gurus. 

The Politics and Dynamics of Internet–Mediated Networks

The Internet, as I have suggested brings forth new social and political practices. It enables four kinds of politics – information, symbolic, leverage and accountability (Keck and Sikkink, 1998). In information politics, advocacy networks generate politically usable information and includes political struggles over the use of the Internet — about access and control, freedom of speech and surveillance, tactics of evading censorship. In symbolic politics, symbols or stories are used to frame a situation. It is thus common for activists to use photographs and digital images to achieve powerful symbolic effects. In Internet–mediated networks, leverage via the Internet as well as from international organizations are used and mobilised to affect a situation where weaker members of a network have little influence. In accountability politics, they hold powerful actors to their previously stated policies or principles. In China, accountability politics is often based on citizens’ legal claims. Typically, activists seek to hold their opponents accountable to established laws and the constitution in a contentious mode known as rights–based contention (O’Brien, 1996).

These practices are discernable amongst the online Chinese communities and their sites. The environment and human rights are some of these platforms where these politics are readily seen. For example, the campaign against the Three Gorges Dam manifest elements of all these different political practices. A number of online groups in China e.g. Friends of Nature, effect information, symbolic and leverage politics while China in Transition (http://josieliu.blogspot.com/), Paper Republic (http://paper-republic.org/), Status of Chinese People (http://chinaview.wordpress.com/) contribute to new information politics and cultural practices. The Indonesian Chinese and Wen-Hon Lee cases similarly conform to these political strictures. More importantly, these online groups serve to link up nodes of networks, raising the bar of political control and facilitate protest and social participation. Inadvertently, they enable new norms, create new ‘resistance identities’ and give new meanings to old norms. Information disclosure, the right to know, and information right have entered the vocabulary of democratic struggles in China. Perhaps the most important impact on political norms lies in the very process of political action. Transcending boundaries to engage in politics is not just a means to an end; it is an end in itself. It is through practicing these politics that information right and freedom of expression are affirmed. 

Finally, these networks have introduced a new transboundary dynamics. Through the production and dissemination of powerful narratives and images to shape people’s understanding of the events and persuade or emotionally move them to action, these networks overcome the controlled access to mass media and turn the Internet into a lever of political struggle and hold agents of power accountable to institutionalized rules and norms. Indeed, this political activism marks the rise of a new, informational politics; they show that web-based tactics can be deployed as resistance tools to enlarge political and social space and discourses. 

The Ambivalent Postmodern

At the same time, web-based practices have engendered new individualised practices. Typically,  'personal stuff': love life, shopping, dinner are a standard fare e.g. The sex diary of a Guangzhou fashion editor, Mu Zimei (http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/en/doc/2003-12/01/content_286293.htm http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/12/01/1070127357698.html, http://www.danwei.org/magazines/mu_zi_mei_mediafest.php http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1137697,00.html), 

Sister Hibiscus(http://sisterfurongjiejie.blogspot.com/0, Zhuying Qington, amongst others. This mediated new agent, ‘consumer-subject’, spawns different claims on the structure and practices of the global capitalist economy, and is most evident in the growth of blog sites and hits in China and elsewhere. This is clearly a trend in new consumerist Chinese-dom. Postmodernists have celebrated these contemporary cultural tendencies, reveling in its plots of hybridity, indeterminacy, play, deracinations, diasporas, travels and a host of other seductive new possibilities. The Internet with its phantasmic possibility of playing with an identity amplifies the postmodern imaginary. While the Internet and these ‘new’ constructions allow for ‘more pleasant’ identity constructs via the fluid play of esteem and self-esteem, the modes of representation alluded to are partial. Embedded in an individuated liberal market discourse, these ‘new’ identities become no more than a matter of ‘consumer sovereignty’, choice and the consummation of desire rather than an act of political power. In focusing and privileging a radical choice via the consumption of market identities, socio-political action is relegated to the margins in a hierarchy of individualistic commitment. In so doing, they inevitably mask and obscure the foundational inequalities of liberal market society (Jameson, 1991; Chatterjee, 1993). 

Barbara Christian has reminded us, in ‘the race for theory, we need to be conscious for whom are we doing what we are doing’ (Christian, 1990: 47). And so is the case with diasporic communities and the Internet. In ‘the midst of the abstraction of (this) new historical landscape’ (Castells, 1989: 350), displaced, dislocated and immigrant communities will use their ‘memory of place to construct imaginatively their new lived world’ (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992: 11) enabling them to foster and create a sense of order, familiarity and control. The spread and use of new information and communication technologies (ICTs) further augmented and accelerated this process through new forms of conviviality, civility and communion. In the case of the diasporic Chinese and China, this is both challenging and exciting; it foreshadows an ability to (re)construct themselves and draw on their kin for a sense of communion while pushing at the walls of ‘narrower, more tightly defined and legislated modern expressions of national (Chinese) identity’ (Lovell, 2006: 348). Because of this import, there is a need to critically engage in the debates surrounding culture, cyber-identities, diasporic identities and long-distance nationalism; identities can be experienced and imagined in very immediate and quotidian ways e.g. through reading the latest headlines from China’s major newspapers, debating the political scene in China, discussing Sino-American relations on defence, responding to a review and a posting of a Chinese movie or following the histrionics of a particular actor. Clearly, culture is contested and struggled over constantly.

The Web, because of its relatively easy access and low costs, has been touted as a revolutionary and liberating tool opening up channels of information exchange and new political space. Groups and individuals are able to publish their views and claim their identity through the Internet unlike previously. This constructed digital national identity provides subscribers and adherents with a land in which they are at home, a history which is theirs, and a privileged access to a vast heritage of culture and creativity. It affirms a heritage, an identity and provides a range of resources, enabling the envisioning of a collective being, a collective will and that adherents are part of a greater mission, outcome, a moral agenda. It makes available to them a fund of meanings, pleasures and rewards beyond anything that they are likely to find in our individual lives. But as has been pointed out, the matrix of both the production and representation of such information and identities are 'constructed' and potent screens and props in the articulation of Chinese-ness and its representation of solidarity. 

By Way of a Conclusion

The Chinese have a lot to be proud of. In his Critical and Miscellaneous Essays, Thomas Carlyle credited the Chinese with two of the three great elements of modern civilisation – gunpowder and printing. The third, Protestant religion, was a western continental contribution. This is, however, less comprehensive than the clean sweep which Francis Bacon bestowed upon the Chinese in Novum Organum – printing, gunpowder and the magnet. Indeed, these claims and history have loomed writ large over the Chinese and frequently invoked as the key to understanding the Chinese. As props and the foundational roots of Chineseness, they have helped to keep today’s Chinese in an imperialism of the mind; Chinese can only be known through its relationship and ‘the master language of authenticity and otherness’ (Trinh, 1993: 168). Such ‘differences’ may be fatuous and banal and that rather than enabling us  to see the many dimensional nature of diverse human beings, we are likely to be conscripted as foot soldiers in the service of singular identities. 

If culture and identity are active, ever changing and socially produced, many past practices, traditions and assumed identities are not only questionable but open to scrutiny and challenge. In such a context, histories, language, signs and images will be (re)appropriated and translated, and identities 'disturbed'. While such concerns are ‘natural’ and show an anxiety and a disquiet of our affiliations and histories, history and background are, however, not only the way of seeing ourselves and the groups to which we belong. There are a great variety of categories to which we belong and/or choose to belong. For example, I can be at the same time an Asian, a Malaysian citizen, an Australian resident, a Malaysian with Chinese ancestry, an author, a web editor, a professional, a university lecturer and so on and there are of course a great many other membership categories which can move and engage me. 

What I want to emphasise is that there are two distinct issues here. First, the recognition that identities are robustly plural, and that the importance of one identity need not obliterate the importance of others. Second, we make choices – explicitly or by implication – about the relative import to attach in a particular context, to the divergent loyalties and priorities that may compete for precedence. Identifying with others, in different ways, can be extremely important for living in a society but the incitement to ignore all affiliation and loyalties other than those emanating from one restrictive identity can be deeply delusive, reactionary and potentially violent (Wieseltier, 1996). Indeed, life is not mere destiny nor just about a crude, primordial urge but that we have and can make choices over alternative identities or combinations of identities, and perhaps more importantly, substantial freedom regarding the priority we give to the various identities we simultaneously have (Maalouf, 2001). As attractive as the concept and idea of a singular inherited Chinese-ness is, we have to resist this seduction  for this diminution and miniaturisation of us into singularism can have divisive effects, making the world potentially much more incendiary and volatile e.g. God-fearing Americans vs soulless, hateful Muslims. Singularism tolerates no doubts but ‘the registering and proposing of doubts have a double use’. One use is straightforward: it guards us ‘against errors’, The second, as Bacon argued in The Advancement of Learning, involves the role of doubts in initiating and furthering a process of inquiry, which can have the effect of enriching our understanding (Bacon, 1993: 356-7). This enables us to contribute constructively to new possibilities. The veil and illusion of singular identity thus impoverishes our social and political reasoning and needs to be resisted, unpacked and revealed. 
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