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Passport, Nationality and Official Identity:
The Identification Problem of
Taiwan sekimin in the Dutch East Indies

This article explores the nationality problem of Taiwanese-Japanese or Taiwan sekimin, who
were residing in the Dutch East Indies at the beginning of the 20th century. The nationality
problem of Taiwan sekimin derives from the change of nationality of the Taiwanese, as the
Treaty of Shimonoseki was concluded in 1895 between Japan and the Qing dynasty which
followed transfer of sovereignty over Taiwan from the Qing to Japan. These Taiwan sekimin
could exercise consular jurisdiction in mainland China because of this change of nationality,
despite sharing the same socio-cultural background with Chinese residing in Kwantung or Fujian
regions. This legal privilege attracted some Chinese who intended to make use of this through
obtaining Japanese citizenship by applying for a Japanese passport, official proof of nationality, by
deceit.

Having Chinese immigrants dating back to the 10™ century in the Dutch East Indies, the
colonial government faced numerous of newcomers from mainland China around the end of the
19™ century, and they were concerned about Chinese attempts to immigrate to the East Indies by
falsely claiming Japanese nationality as Taiwanese. Social structure in the East Indies was legally
based on race, so those who were regarded as Europeans exercised more legal rights whereas
Natives and Foreign Orientals, under which category the latter Chinese were classified, had to
endure less legal protection and their freedom of movement was strictly limited. Thus, it was
highly advantageous for Chinese, especially merchants, to acquire Japanese nationality with the
legal advantages of quasi-Europeans in the East Indies.

Since there was no other means to check Japanese nationality than by passport, the Dutch
authorities tightened their identification check of the Taiwanese with Japanese passports on
landing, which caused serious diplomatic concern on the part of the Japanese consul in Batavia.
The nationality problem of Taiwan sekimin shows how arbitrarily official identity was given to

persons by the state, and how a state was deceived by those who were given that status.

(YOSHIDA, Makoto, Associate Professor, The International College of Arts and Sciences,

Fukuoka Women’s University)
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