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The Long Umbilical Cord: The role of race 
in China’s diaspora politics in Australia 
Colin Peebles Christensen: MPhil, Chinese Society and Politics from the University of Oslo. 

Incidents in recent years that involve China exerting extra-territorial control over foreign citizens 
of Chinese descent has given rise to two concerns. Firstly, Beijing appears increasingly willing to 
insert itself into the domestic affairs of other jurisdictions and, secondly, the Communist Party 
leadership seems to regard all ethnic Chinese, regardless of citizenship, as within their domain. 
Nowhere is this more prominent than in Australia, where intelligence agencies have flagged a 
suspected widespread campaign by Beijing to assert influence over and through the country’s 
Chinese diaspora, and where several high-profile incidents involving Chinese-Australians in recent 
years has spurred Australia to revamp its anti-interference laws and in turn dialed up the tensions 
on the two country’s bilateral relations. Some of these events include the suspected efforts by 
Beijing to interfere in local elections by mobilizing Chinese voters, the seemingly arbitrary arrest 
of two Chinese-Australians in China, violent protests over Hong Kong at university campuses, and 
the expulsion from Australia of a Chinese businessman and suspected agent for Beijing. 

This paper explores how China blurs the lines between ethnicity and citizenship. It proceeds by 
outlining the Chinese government’s use of racial narratives and definitions of Chineseness in 
official communication, and whether they function as a tool for PRC diaspora mobilization and 
hence as a channel for political influence in Australia. The research is based on government com-
munication and media texts as well as coverage by diaspora media in Australia. 

Key takeaways: 
• Beijing is blurring the distinction between Chinese citizens and foreign nationals of Chinese

descent through efforts to define Chinese identity, belonging and loyalty in racial terms.
• Racial narratives are frequent and pervasive in official government communication, with

Chineseness defined along primordial lines — centered on family and lineage, yellow skin,
blood connections, and myths of descent.

• Beijing employs racialized narratives in official government communication to mobilize di-
aspora populations towards achieving PRC political objectives.

• Diaspora media platforms in Australia frequently echo the Chinese government’s racial
discourses of Chineseness, thereby exporting PRC narratives of belonging and political loy-
alty to Australian audiences. This is at times expressed as political allegiance to China over
Australia in issues involving bilateral conflict.

Keywords:  China, Australia, Diaspora politics, Citizenship, Nationality 
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The Long Umbilical Cord: The 
role of race in China’s  
diaspora politics in Australia 

 
By Colin Peebles Christensen 
 

Introduction 
In 2015, two Hong Kong booksellers disap-
peared. Lee Bo, a British citizen and Hong 
Kong resident, and Gui Minhai, a Swedish na-
tional, were both abducted from outside PRC 
borders. Both later reappeared in forced con-
fessions on Chinese television where Lee said 
he had decided to give up his British citizen-
ship and Gui was seen saying: “Although I 
have Swedish citizenship, I truly feel I’m Chi-
nese, my roots are still in China”. To hammer 
home the narrative, the PRC Foreign Minister 
stressed that Lee was “first and foremost a 
Chinese citizen”. More recently, two Australi-
ans of Chinese descent became victims of 
similar arbitrary detention tactics, with Aus-
tralian diplomats denied access and Australia 
told to respect China’s “judicial sovereignty”.  
 
These cases seem to indicate two key issues. 
First, that the Chinese leadership is willing to 
extend the long arm of its authoritarian rule 
beyond its own borders in a form of extra-
territorial policing, and secondly, that PRC 
leaders appear to regard Chinese ethnicity as 
something that trumps and transcends for-
eign citizenship.  
 
Other cases in recent years — such as the re-
patriation of non-PRC Chinese from the Solo-
mon Islands, the extradition of Taiwanese cit-
izens from Kenya to China, and the Chinese 

government's interference in Malaysia to 
protect Malaysian citizens of Chinese descent 
— strengthen this hypothesis. In this context, 
China appears to subscribe to racial defini-
tions of Chineseness and some researchers 
have argued that the PRC is blurring the dis-

tinction between huaqiao (华侨, Chinese citi-

zens overseas) and huaren (华人, foreign citi-

zens of Chinese descent) in official policy. 
  
This issue is perhaps most evident in Aus-
tralia, where there are growing suspicions 
that China is weaponizing ethnic Chinese 
Australians on Australian soil as a means of 
political influence, with increasing indicators 
that the PRC views Chinese abroad as first 
and foremost Chinese — dictated not by legal 
nationality, but by ethnic heritage. 
 
The following analysis explores the role of 
race in PRC communication and consequently 
in China’s diaspora engagement in Australia. 
 
 
Blurring race and citizenship 
Chinese overseas were initially ignored dur-
ing the Qing dynasty, but the policy changed 
as political cost-benefit calculations evolved. 
This resulted in the 1909 Law of Nationality, 
which evoked the principle of jus sanguinis — 
as the concept of bloodline was considered 
an effective tool for promoting the uncondi-
tional and perpetual obedience to the coun-
try by all people of Chinese descent, through 
the traditional model of father-son piety. This 
gave the Qing court the power to claim over-
seas Chinese with foreign citizenship as its 
own nationals, effectively extending extra-
territorial rule over any Chinese person 
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abroad. 
 
The CCP has since perpetuated the idea that 
all Chinese people belong to a single, homo-
geneous ethnic group united by ties of blood 
and attached to the Chinese state through 
descent. Also the current PRC Nationality Law 
of 1980 continues to uphold the principle of 
blood lineage. 
 
In order to avoid conflicts over political loyal-
ties in the diaspora host countries, China’s 
leaders initially took a hands-off approach to 
overseas Chinese in the first years of the PRC. 
 
That has since changed. With the country’s 
economic rise and new patterns of Chinese 
migration, China has started to show interest 
not only in the huaqiao (Chinese citizens 
abroad) but also in the huaren (ethnic Chi-
nese foreigner citizens), who have become 
integral to the Chinese dream of economic 
modernization, innovation, and cultural re-
vival. 
 
The policy began to change in 2001 when 
Beijing revitalized its overseas Chinese affairs 
agencies, and PRC political action in 2006 
made the practice explicit. During an out-
break of anti-Chinese violence in the Solo-
mon Islands, China began to repatriate all af-
fected Chinese to the PRC regardless of their 
nationality.  
 
China specifically included “huaren" in its 
“Overseas Chinese Affairs” programme in 
2011, and this policy became even clearer 
under Xi Jinping after 2013 and with the im-
plementation of the Belt and Road initiative 

in 2014 where the overseas Chinese were en-
visaged to play a key role. At the 2014 con-
ference President Xi Jinping made a speech 

using the term “haiwai qiaobao” (海外侨胞, 

overseas compatriots) rather than “haiwai 

huaren” (海外华人, Chinese overseas), de-

spite the occasion being the world “huaqiao 
and huaren" conference, rather than a 
“huaqiao” gathering.  
 
Some observers have argued that China is 
weaponizing citizenship, as the Party under Xi 
Jinping has expanded claims over who consti-
tutes a PRC national, thereby challenging the 
line between citizenship and ethnic identity. 
This involves whipping up ethno-nationalist 
sentiment to foster loyalty among overseas 
Chinese as a means to secure support and 
thereby realize national political objectives. 
This is often done through racialized narra-
tives and efforts to define Chinese identity 
along ethnic rather than nationality lines. 
 
 
Race in official PRC narratives of  
Chineseness 
Chinese leaders are quite explicit about re-
garding overseas Chinese as a political force. 
This has been expressed by Li Haifengi, the 
former director of the Overseas Chinese Af-
fairs Office (OCAO), and repeatedly echoed 
by foreign minister Wang Yi, who has empha-
sised the goal of bringing overseas Chinese 
closer to the motherland.ii iii Government 
agencies and media have described overseas 
Chinese as a resource for enhancing China’s 
soft poweriv and as assets in China’s global 
Belt and Road Initiativev, in China’s dream of 
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national rejuvenation, and in China’s long-
held campaign to reunify with Taiwan.vi  
 
Xi Jinping has specifically called on Chinese 
abroad to embrace patriotism, love the 
motherland, and never forget that they are 
Chinese. In a speech at the Seventh Confer-
ence for Friendship of Overseas Chinese As-
sociations in 2014, he described overseas 
Chinese as members of the big Chinese fam-
ily regardless of where they live, and empha-
sised that they should never forget their 
motherland, their ancestral home, or the 
blood of the Chinese nation.vii 
 
Official documents show a pervasive use of 
racial narratives and efforts to define Chinese 
belonging and loyalty along racial lines. This 
paper is based on the analysis of hundreds of 
official Chinese language documents. The fol-
lowing few key themes emerge as racialized 
definitions of Chineseness. 
 
Family and myths of descent 
Discourses on family and family obligations 
appear frequently in official diaspora com-
munication. Xi Jinping has highlighted how 
overseas Chinese should contribute to 
China’s foreign engagement, specifically by 
emphasising the filial relationship between 
the PRC and overseas Chinese.viii ix The use of 
“motherland” (祖国 — literally “ancestral 
land”) is persistent in government communi-
cation and used to project Chinese identity as 
detached from residency or citizenship but 
rather eternally bound to China.x Where 
China is the motherland, overseas Chinese 
are logically included as the children,xi with 
phrases like “sons and daughters of China at 

home and abroad” or “sons and daughters of 
the Chinese nation” as repeated tropes in of-
ficial communication and by the top leader-
ship.xii xiii xiv 
 
These family metaphors often combine with 
broader lineage concepts and myths of de-
scent and occasionally bleed into the more 
explicitly racial. The Yellow Emperor and Yan 
and Huang — the latter referring to the 
Flame and Yellow emperors, Yandi (炎帝) 
and Huangdi (黃帝) — are frequently used as 
a symbols of the supposedly shared ancestry 
of all Chinese people.xv xvi xvii 

“Descendants of the dragon” (龙的传人)xviii is 

another common trope, and occasionally 
these myths of descent attempt to borrow le-
gitimacy from the realm of science by citing 
the Peking Man as evidence of a supposed 
shared Chinese biology that can be traced 
back to a single prehistorical human forefa-
ther.xix 
 
Blood 
Closely connected with the theme of shared 
biology, blood is repeatedly evoked as evi-
dence of the ethnic connections between 
overseas Chinese and PRC citizens, and Xi 
Jinping and Li Keqiang have both repeatedly 
used the concept as evidence of congenital 
connection between Chinese at home and 
overseas.xx xxi The Chinese leadership fre-
quently remind compatriots abroad that 

“blood is thicker than water” (血浓于水).
xxiii

xxii 

 
 
The notion that blood connections trump any 
other identities or affiliations is a common 
theme in official discourse, and government 
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documents often emphasise this blood con-
nection between people in the PRC and over-
seas Chinese as a reason to expect loyalty 
and patriotism. Even the United Front Work 
Department (UFWD) has publicly expressed 
the advantages of emphasising blood as one 
of the key levers for fostering patriotism 
among overseas Chinese.

xxvii

xxviii

xxiv  
 
Yellow skin 
In 2013, the Chinese ambassador to the UK 
addressed a group of adoptive children and 
parents in London, saying: “Children, you (…) 
grew up in a British family and have parents 
who love you, but your dark eyes, black hair 
and yellow skin undoubtedly tell you that you 
are Chinese… (…) your motherland China has 
not forgotten you, your motherland always 
misses you, and your motherland always wel-
comes you home”.xxv The same year, the vice 
president of the Chinese Chamber of Com-
merce in the Netherlands, reportedly said 
that “no matter which country we are in, 
whether we are naturalised in the country of 
residence or not, we are all yellow-skinned 
Chinese with a fervent Chinese heart”.xxvi 
 
Through the repeated use of this narrative, 
the CCP seem to confine definitions of Chi-
neseness to a narrow racial frame where pur-
ported inborn and primordial characteristics 
trump all other identities. In this sense, ra-
cialized definitions of Chineseness appear to 
tie everyone with “yellow skin” to the “moth-
erland” of China in perpetuity, regardless of 
citizenship or place of residence. And root-
seeking journeys aimed at overseas Chinese 
youth consistently hammer home this mes-
sage: “No matter where we live with yellow 
skin and black hair, our roots will always be in 

China”,  and “with yellow skin and black 
eyes, even if we are in a foreign country, we 
can’t change our Chinese heart”.  By this 
logic, Chinese are forever “yellow”, and those 
with “yellow skin, black hair and dark eyes” 
are eternally Chinese. This has implications 
for expectations of loyalty — specifically af-
fecting overseas Chinese. 
 
 

Race-based identity and political loy-
alties 
Such narratives contribute to defining Chi-
nese identity in racial terms, thereby impos-
ing an expectation of loyalty on all ethnic Chi-
nese, regardless of citizenship, and thereby 
tethering them to the political interests of 
the Chinese state. 
 

Filial piety (孝顺) 

Xi’s has repeatedly described the Chinese na-
tion as a big family, with loyalty to the coun-
try expressed in filial terms and where every 
family member is expected to make contribu-
tions.xxix An article in China News Service in 
2013 expressed the same message, stressing 
that “loyalty is the same as filial piety”.xxx 
With definitions of Chineseness centred on 
racially charged concepts such as family, line-
age and blood connections, members of the 
“big Chinese family” must necessarily also in-
clude ethnic Chinese overseas. With expecta-
tions that all ethnic Chinese are bound by fil-
ial responsibilities to the “motherland”, this 
naturally ties overseas Chinese into a racially 
defined political relationship with the PRC. 
Banana” (香蕉人) 
People of Chinese descent with foreign cul-
tural identities, are often dubbed “bananas” 
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— with “yellow skin” on the outside and 
“white hearts” on the inside.

xxxii

xxxiii

xxxiv

xxxvi

xxxi The linguistic 
use of “banana” can range from the relatively 
benign, when simply referring to ethnic Chi-
nese foreigners who lack a Chinese cultural 
connection,  to the explicit and sometimes 
aggressively racist, when ethnicity fails to line 
up with perceived political or social loyalties. 
While “black hair and yellow skin” are 
thought of as “indisputable facts”, being a 
“banana” is always negative, and often por-
trayed as something that needs correcting via 
root-seeking journeys or other cultural edu-
cation.  One text stated: “They don't want 
their children to be ‘yellow-skinned and 
white-hearted’ banana people”.   
 
In 2014, China News Service ran an article ti-
tled “Farewell, Luo Jiahui”, using Gary Locke’s 
Chinese name, in an aggressively scornful 
goodbye and good riddance to the US Am-
bassador under President Obama. Locke is a 
Chinese-American who at the time had been 
especially critical of China. PRC media initially 
hailed Locke as the Chinese Obama in 2009 
and proclaimed that “yellow skin” was 
emerging in the US political arena.xxxv Five 
years later, however, the tone had changed. 
It appears that Locke’s Chinese ethnicity had 
caused the PRC leadership to hold misplaced 
expectations of a supposed natural racial loy-
alty to China, which then clashed with the re-
alities of Locke being an American citizen and 
US politician. While “yellow skin, black hair 
and dark eyes” are considered to be markers 
of Chineseness, failure to fulfil the corre-
sponding expected identity roles and ideals 
of political loyalty, can earn someone the ra-
cial epithet — and slur — of “banana”.  
 

The article, which combined both phenotypic 
and lineage-oriented racial arguments, was 
particularly savage: “Locke is a third-genera-
tion Chinese born in the United States. His 
‘yellow skin and white heart’ banana charac-
ter has become Obama's diplomatic ad-
vantage. (…) While the United States contin-
ues to stir up whirlpools and create conflict in 
the Asia- Pacific, there is a wanderer with 
black hair and yellow skin that seems to have 
lived abroad for a long time coming to cheer 
on the United States. It is really a good per-
formance of double acting. (…)  Perhaps Luo 
feels that yellow skin alone is not enough. 
(…) …the Luo family did not only fail to recog-
nise the writings of their ancestors, but also 
did not understand Chinese laws. He espe-
cially likes to point fingers at China's internal 
affairs. (…) Mr. Ambassador, do your ances-
tors know about your "performance"? If your 
ancestors knew, they would have kicked you 
out of the door”.  
 

Han traitor (汉奸) 

The combination of racially defined identities 
with expectations of absolute loyalty to Chi-
nese interests puts special pressure on non-
PRC Chinese. An ethnic Chinese Italian 
woman who assisted an Italian TV station in 
uncovering an illegal Chinese-run taxi service 
operation in Milan, was criticised in an article 
in China News Service in 2018 for “betraying 
her ethnicity”.xxxvii Ethnic Chinese who go 
against state interests are often accused of 
assisting hostile foreign forces and branded 
as “Han traitors”. State narratives tend to be 
especially unforgiving in these cases, such as 
in the China News Service coverage of sup-
porters of the Hong Kong protest movement: 
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“There is a small group of people who have 
the blood of the descendants of Yan and 
Huang and enjoy the dividends of China’s 
rapid economic development, but they are 
willing to be Han traitors, acting as ‘two-
faced men”, secretly colluding with Western 
anti-China forces and engaging in anti-China 
activities against Hong Kong”.xxxviii   
 
Chineseness defined along the lines of blood, 
skin colour, lineage and descent, therefore, 
contributes to blurring the boundaries be-
tween citizenship and ethnicity, resulting in 
expectations of political loyalty to China even 
from citizens of other countries. 
 
 
Chinese diaspora and PRC interfer-
ence in Australia 
Australia has a sizeable Chinese diaspora 
population — of around 1.2 million people, 
or about 5 per cent of the national head-
count — and Australia and China are also 
closely intertwined politically in a relation-
ship that has descended into acrimony in re-
cent years. Much of this conflict is owing to 
what in Australia is regarded as widespread 
efforts by the PRC to interfere in Australian 
domestic politics — which is believed to take 
place via influence networks connected 
through ethnic Chinese Australian residents 
with loyalty to Beijing. 
 
Australia introduced an anti-interference law 
in 2017, as intelligence agencies determined 
that China was engaging in influence opera-
tions on domestic politics through shady 
methods. This often involved the diaspora di-

rectly — through attempts to mobilize Chi-
nese-Australian voters to punish political par-
ties that do not support Beijing’s policy, by 
“astroturfing” local grassroots organizations 
to give the impression of having mass Chi-
nese-Australian support, and through coop-
tion of Chinese-language media and local or-
ganisations as public diplomacy tools. 
 
Beijing frequently attempts to discredit, 
drown out, silence and attack critics. These 
efforts are conducted indirectly through 
proxies, in order to shield Beijing in a layer of 
plausible deniability. The UFWD, under direct 
CCP control, is believed to be pulling the 
strings of front organisations, such as The 
Australian Council for the Promotion of 
Peaceful Reunification of China (ACPPRC), 
which are aimed at rewarding, intimidating, 
surveiling and co-opting the overseas Chinese 
community. Huang Xiangmo, the council’s 
leader, has been suspected of being an agent 
for PRC interests, thereby inspiring the anti-
interference legislation. The law was specifi-
cally designed to eradicate covert and coer-
cive activities. Other suspected proxies in-
clude PRC-affiliated media platforms such as 
Au123.com and Southeast Net Australia 
(SENAU). 
 
 
Race in diaspora media in Australia 
In Australia, PRC-affiliated media and organi-
sations as well as independent diaspora web-
sites repeat many of the previously men-
tioned racialized narratives to a Chinese-
speaking Australian audience. 
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That, perhaps unsurprisingly, includes the 
Chinese embassy, which repeatedly high-
lights ancestral and bloodline connections 
and family love between the PRC and Chi-
nese-Australians.xxxix

xliii

xlvii

xlviii

lviii

 xl More importantly, 
government proxies such as the ACPPRC, 
whose main mission it is to promote the reu-
nification of China and Taiwan, frequently 
turn concepts of shared lineage and blood-
line into loyalty narratives. In a “Reunification 
forum” in 2016, ACPPRC president, Huang 
Xiangmo, said: “We are all Chinese — no 
matter where we come from or where we 
live, the blood of the Chinese nation flows in 
our bodies.” The speech was aimed at rally-
ing support for cross-straits relations and re-
unification, and Huang specifically argued 
that overseas Chinese in Australia are “willing 
to use their unique advantages” to help bring 
about this process.xli 
 
During an event that same year, Huang used 
the familiar racialized tropes to underscore 
the perceived ethnic connection of the Syd-
ney Chinese community, and linked this to 
achieving PRC political objectives.xlii In 2015, 
at the Sydney premiere of his own documen-
tary about Australians with Chinese heritage, 
Huang repeated the common refrain of “yel-
low skin and black hair” as the usual hall-
marks of Chineseness.  In recent years, the 
ACPPRC has sponsored the annual Yellow 
Emperor ancestor worship ceremony, to fur-
ther emphasise the descent narrative: “The 
Yellow Emperor is the ancestor of the Chi-
nese civilisation and the common ancestor of 
humanity”.xliv 
 
PRC-affiliated platforms such as SENAU and 
Au123 also help spread official narratives, 

with articles that frequently include quotes 
by Chinese officials or are sourced directly 
from state and diaspora media.xlv Both 
SENAU and Au123 echo the racialized rheto-
ric in official communication, with similar 
family themes such as “motherland”xlvi  
and “sons and daughters”,  racialized con-
cepts of blood,xlix phenotypes involving black 
hair and yellow skin,l li and myths of de-
scent.lii liii In an especially potent example, 
one article in Au123 about Greater China art 
troupes repeated both core PRC political nar-
ratives of patriotism as well as a whole stand-
ard arsenal of racialized ancestor imagery: 
"The descendants of Emperors Yan and 
Huang have the same roots and ancestors. 
Although they are in a foreign country, they 
still have a Chinese heart. (…). We commem-
orate the Yellow Emperor, sacrifice to the 
Yellow Emperor, and promote the Yellow Em-
peror. It is to remember the merits of the an-
cestors, (…) inspire the patriotism of Chinese 
sons and daughters at home and abroad and 
promote the peaceful reunification of the 
motherland”.liv Wading deeper into PRC-
defined race-based political loyalties, one ar-
ticle describes “Han traitors” as those willing 
to “betray the interests of the motherland”.lv 
 
Narratives are subtler but still present in in-
dependently owned diaspora media. Austral-
ian New Express Daily (ANED), for example, 
appears less servile to official PRC state nar-
ratives, but coverage of certain politically 
sensitive issues do still often align with PRC 
viewpoints and racial discourses. That in-
cludes tropes such as “motherland”, “yellow 
skin and black hair”,lvi and “blood is thicker 
than water”.lvii  
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ANED at times takes an overtly pro-PRC 
stance, such as in coverage of Hong Kong’s 
pro-democracy protests, where loyalty is 
played up and the racialized language of 
“Han traitor” plays a consistent role.

lxiii

lix lx In an 
article about the Spring Festival Celebration 
last year, ancestry was tied quite explicitly to 
political loyalty, with key dos and don'ts. The 
text read: “The strength of the ancestral 
home country provides a solid backing for 
overseas Chinese (…) “Keep in mind the ‘Chi-
nese Roots’ and never forget the ‘Chinese 
Heart’. Always remember that you are a de-
scendant of Yan and Huang, no matter where 
you go, no matter how the environment 
changes. Do not say anything that is not good 
for the country, do not do things that are not 
good for the country, and put the righteous-
ness of the nation before commercial inter-
ests”.lxi 
 
Sydney Today favours lifestyle and gossip 
over purely political content, but the web-
site’s vibrant comment section is often un-
ambiguously political and saturated with ra-
cialized language and insults. Overall, cover-
age tends to align with PRC interests, and at 
times goes as far as mimicking official PRC 
rhetoric. Phenotypic descriptions and racial-
ized labels such as “mixed blood” and “yellow 
skin”lxii or “banana person”,  range from the 
benign to the politically caustic when mouth-
piecing Beijing on political loyalty expecta-
tions within staunchly pro-China narratives.  
 
An article from 2020 about Dai Qi, the US 
trade negotiator, repeated typical racialized 
language about Chinese identity and loyal-
ties. The article included a description of Dai 

Qi as “a more prominent and more danger-
ous example of an overseas Chinese person 
than Xu Maochun and more threatening to 
Mainland China”. She was further described 
as “not only fluent in Chinese, but also a typi-
cal ‘banana person’ who has received a thor-
ough Western education but still has Chinese 
characteristics.”lxiv 
 
Sydney Today had already applied the traitor 
narrative to Yu Maochun, the China policy 
advisor under Mike Pompeo, in an article 
published earlier that year. Titled “White 
House strategist Yu Maochun called a ‘Han 
traitor’ by Chinese netizens”, the article read: 
“Many Chinese netizens said that he ‘forgot 
about his ancestors and became Pompeo's 
dog-headed military advisor’ (…) ‘This is a 
modern version of a Han traitor. This person 
is using his identity to fight against China and 
to become a veritable lackey of the White 
House government’”.lxv 
 
 
Race, loyalty and political conflict 
The following four key events have provided 
suitable test cases for the potential impact of 
racial narratives on PRC political influence in 
Australia — via a racially and politically loyal 
diaspora. 
 
Bennelong by-election 2017 
A by-election for the Australian House of 
Representatives seat was held on December 
16 2017 in Bennelong, an electoral division 
near Sydney with a large proportion of ethnic 
Chinese residents. A few days before election 
day, a letter urging a takedown of the Turn-
bull government was circulated in Chinese on 
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Wechat in an attempt to mobilise Chinese 
voters. The letter claimed the Turnbull gov-
ernment was against China, against Chinese, 
and hostile to China in the South China Sea. 
The letter was reportedly circulated by the 
Australian-Chinese vice president of ACPPRC.  
 
Both SENAU and Sydney Today ran articles 
that were factual and neutral in tone. How-
ever, the comment section on Sydney Today 
was populated by much more aggressive po-
litical views. One comment said “the Chinese 
in Australia stand up together and use their 
votes to rediscover Australia, turn Australia 
into a province of the great motherland, 
overthrow all evil western cultures, and es-
tablish a communist Australian special zone 
with Chinese characteristics!”.

lxvii

lxviii

lxvi As online 
discussion spaces tend to attract extreme 
viewpoints, the comment section can hardly 
be considered an accurate gauge of general 
opinion, but nevertheless does offer insight 
into the direction of the most passionate 
voices and says something about who the 
website’s readers are. When combined with 
the repetition of PRC talking points, such 
comments can act as canaries for broader po-
litical allegiances. 
 
Detentions of Chinese-Australians 
In January 2019 and 2020, Chinese-Australian 
writer Yang Hengjun and Australian journal-
ist, Cheng Lei, were detained in China, both 
on national security charges. They are both 
Australian passport holders, yet Australian 
diplomats were denied access to them. 
 
The media platforms that covered the cases, 
including Au123, ANED and Sydney Today, 
provided largely balanced coverage of both 

detentions. However, the user comments 
that appeared below the articles on Sydney 
Today were largely pro-Beijing, and often ag-
gressively political. Some backed the PRC spy 
narrative, arguing that the two had betrayed 
China for not showing loyalty despite their 
Chinese heritage. Comments include state-
ments such as: “A traitor who lives in Aus-
tralia”,  and “I hope she remembers that 
[she was raised by] her parents and her an-
cestors”.  
 
Some comments were even more vitriolic 
and overtly racist. One commentator attacks 
Cheng’s alleged betrayal of her ethnicity: 
“Typical running dog Han traitor. Why don’t 
you just bleach your skin and stop being Chi-
nese!”.lxix A comment directed at Yang 
Hengjun asked: “Are you still a yellow-
skinned Chinese person after obtaining Aus-
tralian citizenship? You deserve to be caught 
for betraying the motherland!.”lxx 
 
University of Queensland protests 
In July 2019, violent clashes broke out at the 
University of Queensland. A protest in soli-
darity with the Hong Kong pro-democracy 
movement turned violent after pro-China 
students reportedly gate-crashed the event, 
playing the Chinese national anthem and 
chanting "China is great”. The Consulate Gen-
eral in Brisbane issued a statement in sup-
port of the counter-protest, which prompted 
Foreign Minister, Marise Payne, to condemn 
the interference. 
 
The statement, which referred to “anti-China 
separatist activities”, read: “The Consulate 
General attaches great importance to the 
safety of Chinese students abroad, affirms 
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the spontaneous patriotic behaviour of Chi-
nese students, resolutely opposes any words 
and deeds to split the country, and opposes 
some people who (…) incite anti-China senti-
ment….”.

lxxii

lxxiii

lxxiv

lxxvi

lxxvii

lxxviii

lxxi 
 
The day after, SENAU published a text 
sourced from China News Service which de-
scribed the pro-democracy protesters as 
“anti-China separatists” and reproduced the 
consulate general’s statement almost verba-
tim.  Sydney Today gave the event the 
most coverage, mostly factual and balanced 
in tone, but with some articles republished 
from Chinese media that conveyed a more 
pro-PRC stance. User comments, once again, 
resorted to insults based on ancestry and 
heritage: “Please don't use Chinese. (…) since 
Chinese represents China! You are a scumbag 
who cuts off your children and grandchildren. 
Send greetings to the female ancestors in 
your family”. Others return to complexion: 
“Then peel off your yellow skin first and stop 
typing Chinese”.  
 
Huang Xiangmo’s expulsion 
Huang Xiangmo, a Chinese billionaire living in 
Australia, was suspected of being an agent 
for PRC influence efforts the country. Huang 
was leader of the ACPPRC, which has direct 
links to the UFWD. He was frequently vocal 
about advocating diaspora unity with the ex-
plicit purpose of achieving reunification, and 
has sometimes done so by evoking racialized 
narratives.  In two separate articles in the 
Chinese state media outlet Huanqiu in 2016, 
Huang wrote about the political power of 
Chinese ethnic unity and praised the US Chi-
nese community for uniting in protest against 

the conviction of an ethnic Chinese police of-
ficer that had fatally shot a black man. “Disu-
nity”, Huang argued, was a chronic disease in 
the global Chinese community.lxxv  Huang’s 
political donations and connections to PRC 
interests became a trigger for Australia’s 
anti-interference laws and eventually for 
Huang’s expulsion from the country in 2019. 
 
The ACPPRC framed Huang’s expulsion as an 
attack on minority rights, saying it dealt “a 
heavy blow to the legal participation of Chi-
nese and other minorities in politics…”.  
Sydney Today mostly covered the case in 
neutral language, but also reproduced a 
Global Times text where Huang draws links 
between Chinese ethnicity and alleged politi-
cal persecution: “…not only are the Chinese 
unsafe from now on, but other ethnic groups 
will also face the same risks. (…) When you 
are a descendant of Yan and Huang, how can 
you defend yourself when others want to 
smear you as “red” [Communist]?”.  
 
More notably, however, is the unusually 
muted patriotism in the website’s comment 
section, with a larger proportion of com-
ments being more supportive of Australia 
and with comparatively little sympathy for 
Huang. Regardless, a few jingoistic and ra-
cially charged comments also sporadically slip 
into the discussion: “No matter how fierce 
you bite China, you are still considered Chi-
nese and an obedient Chinese dog by your 
master, unless you whiten your yellow skin.” 
(…) The motherland is not imaginary, it is the 
biggest pillar of support for a group of people 
referred to as Chinese by the ghosts [鬼佬 = 
“white people”].”lxxix 
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Conclusion 
China’s blurring of citizenship and ethnicity 
has implications for the global Chinese dias-
pora and for other countries’ bilateral politi-
cal relationships with China. This is especially 
evident in Australia. 
 
Racial discourses are consistent and perva-
sive in both PRC government documents and 
diaspora media in Australia, and centred on 
definitions of Chineseness that are drawn 
along primordial, genetic or biologized lines, 
with skin and hair colour, blood, family and 
lineage, and myths of descent as the most 
common themes. By defining Chinese iden-
tity through ethnicity, Beijing imposes expec-
tations of political loyalty on all people of 
Chinese descent, thereby handcuffing the 
Chinese diaspora — including foreign citizens 
— to the Chinese state. 
 
Official documents consistently connect eth-
nic Chineseness with the country’s political 
objectives, often drawing on language sug-
gestive of filial obligations to the motherland 
and ethnic obligations to one’s own people. 
By doing do, Beijing equates Chinese ethnic-
ity with support for the PRC. When overseas 
Chinese fail to fulfil these ascribed ethnic and 
political roles, they are frequently attacked, 
also in official communication, for “betraying 
their ethnicity” and as “bananas” or “Han 
traitors”. 
 
Whereas PRC-owned and affiliated organiza-
tions in Australia follow the official narratives 
closely, the independent diaspora media out-
lets do not appear to buy in to the same ex-
tent. Similar themes of bloodline, skin colour, 

family and ancestry are still common, but 
tend to appear in coverage that is less politi-
cised and, in most part, more balanced. 
There are exceptions, however, as some arti-
cles are sourced directly from PRC state me-
dia, which along with the online user com-
mentary contributes to spreading the PRC’s 
official racial narrative to an Australian audi-
ence, thereby perpetuating definitions of Chi-
nese identity and political loyalty as deter-
mined by ethnicity over citizenship. This is oc-
casionally expressed in coverage of cases in-
volving political conflict, such as the Ben-
nelong by-election, the arrest of Chinese-
Australians, the Queensland University pro-
tests and the expulsion of Huang Xiangmo. 
Some coverage of the events has embraced 
PRC narratives that political allegiance is 
owed to China rather than to Australia. 
 
Narratives about the alleged blood link be-
tween the PRC and overseas Chinese has im-
plications beyond Australia. Countries with 
large Chinese diaspora populations, such as 
Canada and Malaysia, have especially felt the 
pressure from Beijing, but also smaller na-
tions hosting minor diaspora groupings have 
experienced China’s racialized diaspora poli-
tics in action. That includes Scandinavia, 
where the Gui Minhai case makes Sweden an 
especially high-profile example. The CCP ap-
pears more concerned about his “yellow 
skin”, his “Chinese blood”, and his heritage as 
a “descendant of Yan and Huang” than his le-
gal nationality. 
 
In conclusion, this paper finds that there is 
ample evidence for the existence of racial 
thinking in Beijing. That worldview appears to 
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be influential in defining the identity of over-
seas Chinese as primordially linked to China 
and to each other, while unaffected by resi-
dence of citizenship. According to this logic, 
overseas Chinese are eternally tethered to 
the motherland — by bonds of blood, kin-
ship, and by their filial obligations — and 
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