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APPENDIX 3: Chinese Ethnic Identification in 
Suriname 
 
 
For a group that is considered easily identifiable, ethnic Chinese in 
Suriname are not easily labelled. The experience of diversity 
showed up in my fieldwork journal: 
 

20 October 2002, around noon, in the restaurant along the 
Suriname River. The sky is overcast for the first time, signalling 
the end of the Dry Season. About 90 guests have gathered for M’s 
40th birthday. All save maybe ten people have at least one Chi-
nese grandparent, but only about ten of the guests might pass for 
pure Chinese. The birthday girl has one non-Chinese great-grand-
mother. “They tell me that today is the anniversary of the arrival 
of the first Chinese indentured labourers,” her mother tells me. 
“It’s a pity nobody took any notice. Someone should have organi-
sed some kind of celebration.” Her brother had already remarked 
something about the date when I met him at the ‘Chinese Market’ 
that morning. People may look Chinese, but ‘Chinese’ is not a 
serious subject while we wait at the table. Jokes and disparaging 
remarks seem necessary to keep the Chinese décor and red 
tablecloths in perspective. The modern style calligraphy against 
the wall remains safely unnoticed. None of the waiters is Chinese, 
except for one girl who is not in uniform. Everyone had been 
provided with a spoon and a fork and a pair of disposable chop-
sticks. There were no individual bowls, only dinner plates. The 
menu of East River Style Hakka cuisine had been ordered in 
advance: Salt-roasted Chicken, stuffed tofu and mushrooms with 
fish-paste balls, roast duck, roast suckling pig, beef and vegeta-
bles. Desert consists of Surinamese rum cake, pudding cake and 
pineapple tartlets. We’re having loads of outrageous fun, but sud-
denly it’s over, and we find ourselves shovelling leftovers into 
plastic containers and doggy-bags. On my way back from the 
restroom I see an even more Chinese-looking party in the section 
next to ours. I chat in Putonghua with the Cantonese lady who 
owns the place, I’m surprised to hear how quickly five years have 
passed – the pregnancy is now happily in kindergarten. 

 
The articulation of Chinese ethnicity in Suriname is protean at the 
level of personal identification; a constantly shifting identification 
picked from a collection of labels that are limited by ideas of race, 
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gender, and class. This ‘Chineseness’ is multisituational, which 
means that agents may be excluded from certain options, but can 
and do actively shift a range of strategic identifications in the 
interest of maintaining and extending social networks; though 
‘Chineseness’ is embodied and racialized (and to a lesser extent 
gendered; ‘Chinese are male shopkeepers’) in the eyes of all actors 
in Suriname, ethnic Chinese are not locked in any single identity. At 
this level, ‘Chineseness’ cannot become one single word and is 
never an issue of an isolated individual; to make sense of it one 
needs to consider who the agents and subjects are, which audience 
is present, and the location and timing of the act of labelling. 

Chinese identity in Suriname is thus a function of relation-
ships between individuals, and is about meaning rather than cate-
gorization. The following example of two ethnic Chinese individuals 
in Paramaribo illustrates just how complex the web of multiple, 
situational, and performative identities can be: 
 
 Mr. A 

Man, 65 y.o., stereotypical 
‘Chinese’ looks; Born in 
Bao’an County (Guangdong 
Province); Married, two 
children, relatives in Hong 
Kong and the USA; Middle-
class, owner of Chinese 
corner-shop; Speaks: Kejia, 
Cantonese, Mandarin, Sran-
antongo, some English, 
little Dutch; Fully literate in 
Chinese, less so in English, 
not literate in Dutch. 

Miss B 
Woman, 40 y.o., able to 
pass for ‘Chinese’; Born in 
Paramaribo; Single, with 
extensive transnational 
family network; Upper-
middle class, manager of 
Chinese wholesale / retail 
shop; Speaks: Dutch, 
English, Kejia, Sranan-
tongo; Fully literate in 
Dutch and English, not 
literate in Chinese. 

Self-
Identification 

Tongnyin: Kejia, neutral, 
before Kejia-speakers; 
Tong’ap: Kejia, neutral / 
joking pejorative, before 
Kejia-speakers; 
Zhongguoren 中國人: 
PTH and written Chinese; 
1. neutral, inclusive, before 
Chinese readers; 2. neutral, 
inclusive, before Mandarin-
speakers; 
Huaren 華人: PTH and 
written Chinese; 1. neutral 

Surinaamse: Dutch, 
spoken and written; 1. 
neutral, formal category 
related to Citizenship; 2. 
positive, before broadest 
SR public; 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, carefully 
used neutral, before 
broadest Surinamese 
public; 
Laiap: Kejia, only 
spoken; joking pejorative, 
before limited in-group. 
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/ positive, inclusive, before 
Chinese readers; 2. neutral 
/ positive, inclusive, before 
broad Mandarin-speaking 
public; 
Huaqiao 華僑: PTH and 
written Chinese; 1. neutral 
/ positive, inclusive, before 
Chinese readers; 2. Posi-
tive, inclusive, before broad 
Mandarin-speaking public; 
Sneisi: Sranantongo, 
neutral / joking pejorative, 
before broad Sranantongo-
speaking public; 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, neutral, before 
Surinamese public. 

Mutual 
Identification 

By Miss B: 
Omu (Sneisi): 
Sranantongo, joking pejora-
tive, before Surinamese 
non-Chinese; 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, neutral, before 
broadest Surinamese 
public; 
Tong’ap: Kejia, (joking) 
pejorative, before Kejia-
speaking in-group; 
Tongnyin: neutral / 
positive, before Kejia-
speaking public. 

By Mr. A: 
Laiap: Kejia, carefully 
used neutral, before 
Kejia-speaking in-group; 
Sneisi: Sranantongo, 
neutral / positive, before 
broadest Surinamese 
public; 
Huaqiao 華僑: spoken 
and written, neutral / 
positive, inclusive, before 
Chinese readers and 
general Mandarin-
speaking public; 
Huayi 華裔: written, 
neutral / positive, before 
Chinese readers. 

Identification 
by Non-
Chinese 
Surinamese 

Omu (Sneisi): 
Sranantongo, pejorative, 
before other Surinamese 
non-Chinese; 
Omu: Sranantongo, neutral 
/ pejorative term of 
address; 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, neutral, before 
broadest local public. 

Sneisi: Sranantongo, 
neutral / (joking) 
pejorative, before 
Sranantongo-speaking 
public; 
Mis’ Amoi: Sranantongo, 
(well-meant) sexist term 
of address; 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, neutral, 
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 before broadest 
Surinamese public; 
Javaan: Dutch, neutral 
(mistaken identity, Miss B 
can pass for someone of 
Malay descent), before 
limited SR public; 
Surinaamse: Dutch, 
spoken and written, 
positive, before Surina-
mese public. 

Identification 
by Ethnic 
Chinese in 
Suriname 

Tongnyin: by Kejia-
speakers, neutral, before 
other Kejia-speakers; 
Tong’ap: by Kejia-
speaking local-born, care-
fully used neutral, before 
Kejia-speaking in-group; 
Hakganyin: by Kejia-
speakers, neutral, inclusive, 
before Kejia-speaking in-
group; 
Zhongguoren 中國人: by 
Chinese writers, neutral, 
inclusive, before Chinese 
readers; 2. by Mandarin 
speakers, neutral / positive, 
inclusive, before general 
Mandarin-speaking public; 
Huaren 華人: by Chinese 
writers, neutral, inclusive, 
before Chinese readers; 2. 
by Mandarin speakers, 
neutral / positive, inclusive, 
before general Mandarin-
speaking public; 
Huaqiao 華僑: 1. by 
Chinese writers, neutral, 
inclusive, before Chinese 
readers; 2. by Mandarin 
speakers, neutral / positive, 
inclusive, before general 
Mandarin-speaking public; 
Kejiaren 客家人: 1. by 
Chinese writers, neutral 

Laiap: 1. by Kejia-
speaking migrants, 
pejorative, before Kejia-
speaking in-group; 2. by 
Kejia-speaking local-born, 
neutral / positive, before 
Kejia-speaking in-group; 
Sneisi: neutral, before 
broadest SR public; 
Moksi Sneisi: by 
(established) Fuidung’on 
Hakka, carefully used 
neutral, before Surina-
mese public; 
Dogla: by (established) 
Fuidung’on Hakka, care-
fully used neutral, before 
Surinamese public; 
Sulinanren 蘇理南人: by 
Chinese writers and 
Mandarin speakers, 
neutral description of 
formal category, before 
Chinese readers and 
general Mandarin-
speaking public;  
Huayi 華裔: by Chinese 
writers, inclusive in 
combined ‘huaqiao-huayi’, 
carefully used neutral 
equivalent of ‘laiap’, 
before Chinese readers; 
Huaren 華人: by Chinese 
writers, neutral, inclusive, 
before Chinese readers; 2. 
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inclusive / ascriptive, before 
Chinese readers; 2. by non-
Hakka, neutral, ascriptive, 
before general Mandarin-
speaking public; 
Guangdongren 廣東人: 1. 
by Chinese writers, neutral 
inclusive / ascriptive, before 
Chinese readers; 2. by New 
Chinese, neutral, ascriptive, 
before general Mandarin-
speaking public. 

by Mandarin speakers, 
neutral / positive, inclu-
sive, before general 
Mandarin-speaking public; 
Huaqiao 華僑: 1. by 
Chinese writers, neutral, 
inclusive, before Chinese 
readers; 2. by Mandarin 
speakers, neutral / posi-
tive, inclusive, before 
general Mandarin-
speaking public 
Kejiaren 客家人: 1. by 
Chinese writers, neutral 
inclusive / ascriptive, 
before Chinese readers; 2. 
by non-Hakka, neutral, 
ascriptive, before general 
Chinese public. 

Identification 
by Surinamese 
Government 

Houder van Hong Kong 
paspoort: Dutch (‘one 
holding a Hong Kong pass-
port’), formal category rela-
ted to citizenship 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, ascribed label 
in formal use 

Surinaamse: Dutch 
(‘Surinamese woman’), 
spoken and written, for-
mal category related to 
citizenship 
Chinees: Dutch, spoken 
and written, ascribed label 
in formal use 


