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ABSTRACT
This article traces how citizenship in Hong Kong is constructed via
familial tropes that privilege sameness and a politics of
identification; this rhetorical representation, I argue, not only
perpetuates a jus sanguinis model of citizenship that privileges
ethnic blood ties, but also allows the state and the dominant
citizenry to justify neoliberal and racist practices that exclude
brown bodies. By analyzing the citizenship claims made by the
marginalized South Asian community in Hong Kong and the
subsequent responses they receive from the mainstream public, I
demonstrate that racialized populations face a rhetorical double
bind: on the one hand, they must deploy the familial metaphors
commonly used by the existing citizenry to demonstrate their
sense of belonging, but, on the other hand, such tropes reinscribe
them in a power hierarchy that undermines their subjectivity. This
case study illuminates that while it is commonly seen as a viable
rhetorical tactic for marginalized rhetors to resist and participate,
the repurposing and redeployment of dominant tropes have
significant limitations as they are constricted by power structures
that are staunchly in place.
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In late 2012, Gill Mohindepaul Singh, a popular Indian actor in Hong Kong who grew up
in the city, announced that he would be emigrating to Scotland with his family. Despite the
fact that he and his wife both have permanent residency status in the Special Administra-
tive Region (SAR), his wife had recently been denied Chinese citizenship and was therefore
deemed ineligible for a Hong Kong passport.1 As a result, it became difficult for his wife to
travel internationally to care for their ailing son who was seeking medical treatment
abroad. Because Singh is a popular actor who had starred in many soap operas, soon
after his announcement local Hongkongers took to social media to demonstrate their
support for Singh and his family—many criticized the Hong Kong Immigration Depart-
ment for committing the error of barring someone who truly belonged to the SAR and
deserved citizenship.2 In mid-2013, wearing a shirt that said “I Love Hong Kong” and
“I am a Hongkonger,” Singh said a tearful goodbye on camera before boarding the
plane to join his family abroad.3

While Singh eventually returned to Hong Kong without his family to continue his
acting career, his initial departure brought mainstream public attention towards the
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citizenship status of South Asian residents in Hong Kong. Between 2012 and 2013, a group
of vocal South Asians—among them a social worker, a medical doctor, an entrepreneur,
and a teacher—appealed directly to the Hong Kong public, seeking to be recognized as
formal citizens; they claimed that their Chinese naturalization and Hong Kong SAR pass-
port applications had been wrongfully denied by the Immigration Department.4 While
these applicants had resided in Hong Kong for most, if not all, of their lives and most
speak fluent Cantonese, they were told, off the record, by immigration officers that they
would never be granted Chinese citizenship and a Hong Kong passport because they
“had no Chinese in [their] blood.”5 On the other hand, white expatriates from North
American and European countries have reportedly faced no such barriers when they
apply to naturalize as Chinese citizens in Hong Kong.6

Like Singh’s, these petitioners’ pleas received sympathetic responses from the main-
stream public even though South Asians have historically been targets of racism at the
local and state levels.7 Following such pleas, many local news reports and documentaries
represent the petitioners in a sympathetic light, critiquing what they deem to be inherent
injustice in the way the Immigration Department interprets and enacts the citizenship law.
However, Hongkongers’ momentary sympathy towards this racialized and historically
marginalized population quickly dissipated before it generated any sustained critiques
on racism and ethnocentrism. The South Asian community, in other words, must
deploy rhetorical tactics that persuade the mainstream citizenry that they are worthy of
their sustained attention.

In order to counter the lack of recognition and affective ties with mainstream Hon-
gkongers, South Asian petitioners often deploy tropes of intimacy that evoke family,
belonging, and home to justify their claims for legal citizenship. Extending existing scho-
larship on the ways nuclear reproductive families are used by states to exert biopolitical
control, my analysis examines the familial as an ontological metaphor that structures fun-
damental understandings of citizenship. I argue that while familial tropes of intimacy are
intelligible within the mainstream public, the redeployment of such tropes do not necess-
arily allow racialized Others to disrupt the dominant framework of recognition—a frame-
work that privileges the familiar and gives dominant groups the power to decide who
deserves to be seen. Therefore, I posit that the repurposing of familial tropes by racialized
groups nevertheless reinscribes them in an interpretive framework that forecloses the
opportunity for them to be recognized on their own terms. To illuminate how familial citi-
zenship claims and performances are entwined with racist and neoliberal logics, I also
examine instances in which similar arguments are deployed by white Euroamerican immi-
grants who have successfully naturalized. I argue that in the context of citizenship
discourse, familial tropes only work for those who are already deemed ideal citizen-
subjects through their whiteness and accompanying economic and cultural capital. The
familial interpretive lens also over-simplifies complex transnational racial tension, histori-
cal context, and cultural relationships by emphasizing only the intimacy of familial values.
Finally, this case study illuminates that while it is commonly seen as a viable rhetorical
tactic for marginalized rhetors to resist and participate, the repurposing and redeployment
of dominant tropes have significant limitations as they are constricted by power structures
that are staunchly in place.

In order to understand how tropes of intimacy circulate and are interpreted and per-
formed in mainstream citizenship discourse in Hong Kong, I analyze local cultural and
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legal artifacts, particularly a widely broadcasted TV documentary titled “Unclear Identity.”
I focus on the claims made by five South Asian petitioners and one white petitioner who
have been repeatedly interviewed by different forms of local news media. Due to their
repeated media appearances, these individuals are the de facto spokespersons on the con-
troversies surrounding Chinese naturalization cases. The claims they make and the tropes
they deploy, therefore, are seen by the audience as representative anecdotes by mainstream
Hongkongers.8 I will first examine the linkage between the family and citizenship before
further discussing the rhetorical context in Hong Kong. I will then juxtapose the familial
citizenship claims made by South Asian claimants with those made by their white counter-
parts to interrogate how race, affective belonging, and white privilege influence the efficacy
of such claims.

Since this analysis hinges upon intersecting ideologies and different stakeholders and
identity markers, I will first explain my choice of terms. I use “mainstream Hongkongers”
to describe the racially and ethnically normative population who is presumed to belong
rightfully to the SAR; this group possesses more cultural, political, and financial capital
in the local context than their racialized counterparts. I choose the word mainstream
rather than dominant to describe this population because their status of dominance is rela-
tive: in the context of white supremacy both during and after the British colonial era, for
instance, Hongkongers who are otherwise dominant are rendered less privileged. While
not politically monolithic, the mainstream Hong Kong public is ethnically homogeneous
and shares several overarching ideologies: namely, most are against the increased
encroachment from Beijing and emulate a white Euroamerican conception of modernity.9

I subscribe to Rebecca Dingo’s and Aihwa Ong’s definition of neoliberal logics to refer to
the way citizenship is yoked to private market competition in a way that erases structural
causes of inequity and marginalization; in a neoliberal regime, one must demonstrate one’s
economic productivity and self-sufficiency to be deemed worthy of citizenship.10 Neolib-
eral logics often collude with racism because racialized Others are structurally barred from
reaching the same socioeconomic status and thus productivity as their white counterparts;
as a result, their subjectivities are frequently undermined by the state and by the dominant
citizenry.11

Citizenship and tropes of intimacy

As Amy Wan points out, scholars have used citizenship as an “ambient” term to refer to
many different aspects of political and civic life.12 Here, I examine citizenship as a legal
status granted by the state to denote formal recognition and validate one’s self-identity
and sense of belonging to the nation-state; citizenship is simultaneously juridical, political,
and affective.13 Claims of inclusion and legal recognition, therefore, cannot be separated
from intimate narratives that inform one’s subjectivity and relations with others. Building
upon scholarship that critiques the connections between the familial and the political, I
argue that we must extend the interrogation of the family-citizenship metaphoric
complex to cover not only overt evocations of the nuclear reproductive family, but also
the deployment of other tropes of intimacy that trigger a familial interpretive framework.
As an ontological and structural metaphor for citizenship, the family privileges subjects
and values that are familiar and beneficial to the state, while undermining the sociopoli-
tical power of racialized Others. By identifying the intersecting concepts and ideologies

QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF SPEECH 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

12
8.

16
3.

8.
28

] 
at

 0
5:

51
 1

6 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
17

 



that constitute the familial framework, we are better positioned to challenge dominant
politics of recognition.

The connection between family and citizenship is an affective, rhetorical, and ontologi-
cal one that influences one’s fundamental worldview and political and ethical relations to
others. Familial metaphors are used often in mainstream public discourse to refer to the
nation-state with terms such as founding fathers, homeland security, and motherland; as
cognitive linguist George Lakoff argues, the ways one understands familial arrangements
and values inform one’s opinions of the nation-state and how it should be structured.14 As
Lauren Berlant has similarly posited with the term “intimate public sphere,” the political is
understood via constricted “lived private worlds.”15 Citizenship, in other words, is inter-
preted through intimate familial values, and that grants justification for selective inclusion
and exclusion based not on democratic deliberation.16

According to Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s theory of metaphors, an abstract idea is often
represented and understood via a more concrete concept that functions as an ontological
and structural metaphor of the former.17 In this case, functioning as overlapping structural
and ontological metaphors for citizenship, the family allows for the translation of citizen-
ship from an abstract political concept to narratives, relationships, and emotions that feel
concrete, intimate, and personal. As the governing metaphor for citizenship, the familial
forms the foundational interpretive framework for the citizenry even when the reproduc-
tive family is not explicitly evoked. As Lakoff and Johnson argue, the governing metaphor
is so potent that it continues to influence one’s judgments, feelings, and behaviors towards
a concept even when the metaphor is not consciously brought to the forefront. A corpora-
tist rhetorical framework that represents the nation as family, as Mary McCoy argues, rep-
resents a nation that must be kept secure and be protected from “external invasion and
internal disintegration.”18 Because political membership, legal recognition, and national
identity are filtered through a familial lens, relationships among citizen-subjects and
those between citizens and aliens and the nation are rendered much more intimate and
visceral—there is, therefore, very little room for the articulation and acceptance of
difference.

I posit that the family as a governing metaphor for citizenship is inflected by intercon-
nected conceptions the state and dominant citizenry have towards kinship, race and eth-
nicity, threats, neoliberal ideologies, and affective ties. The family is most commonly used to
describe kin ties in the private sphere that are biologically constituted; the conception of
kinship is racially charged as people who share the same race are deemed as sharing an
ancestry and therefore a common family.19 Systematic exclusion of non-normative
bodies in the U.S. is done by linking legal citizenship with the reproductive family:
white and heteronormative nuclear families are touted as the national ideal that define
and help reproduce “good citizenship.”20 Meanwhile, racialized subjects, particularly
fertile women, are deemed threats to the nation-family who would usurp resources
meant for deserving citizens and contaminate the nation-state through their undesirable
and racially inferior offspring; laws that prevent miscegenation and outrage against
“anchor babies” and their mothers are key examples that illustrate how citizenship is regu-
lated via a biological and racialized understanding of the family.21 In addition, by denying
racialized subjects citizenship and rendering them precarious, the nation-state continues
to exploit their labor to remain competitive in the neoliberal economy. The family-citizen-
ship complex, in other words, helps the nation-state maintain a specific national

4 S.-Y. S. YAM

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

12
8.

16
3.

8.
28

] 
at

 0
5:

51
 1

6 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
17

 



imaginary and transnational economic status by privileging a presumably shared biologi-
cal and racial ancestry, together with racist ideologies.

Despite—and perhaps given—its exclusionary nature, the family-citizenship complex
remains a salient category because the recognition it grants is deeply affective. As Amy
Brandzel highlights, the longing for citizenship hinges upon “a desire for intimate recog-
nition, a banishment of the pain and agony of nonrecognition.”22 This desire, as Frantz
Fanon notes, is particularly potent among those who are marginalized and racialized
because to be recognized is to have one’s humanity and self-worth validated.23 Such
psychic and affective needs to be recognized are conditioned, according to Axel Honneth,
by primary caring relationships found in the familial context; it corresponds and manifests
in the public sphere as demands for citizenship as formal recognition.24 Citizenship, in other
words, is not just themarker of one’s politicalmembership, but attends also to one’s intimate
sense of self and affective ties to the nation and other citizens.

As an attempt to cultivate and demonstrate their affective ties, aliens seeking formal
inclusion often deploy tropes of intimacy that evoke feelings of longing, belonging, and
identification. While this rhetorical strategy appears reasonable, it nevertheless, as Kelly
Oliver argues, perpetuates an oppressive system in which only “those who are dominant
have the power to create, confer, or withhold recognition, which operates as cultural cur-
rency.”25 Tropes of intimacy within the familial interpretive framework are counterpro-
ductive for the project of inclusion because they are associated with the protection of
the national family and normative reproductive families in the private sphere—and as
an ontological metaphor for citizenship, the familial privileges racial likeness and the exist-
ing status quo in order to push out potential threats. As Sara Ahmed argues, “‘the familial’
is after all about ‘the familiar’ […] the domestic ‘puts things’ in their place.”26 The familial
framework encourages a politics of identification: in order for one to be admitted as a
citizen-family member, one must convince the existing citizenry that they could see them-
selves in her. In other words, recognition hinges upon whether the Others render them-
selves intelligible and unthreatening enough to be incorporated as part of the dominant
national imaginary.27

Racialized Others face an uphill battle when attempting to gain inclusion within the
familial interpretive framework: on the one hand, they must erase their difference and
deploy established tropes of intimacy to demonstrate that their affective ties to the
nation-state are as strong as the kin ties shared among existing citizen-subjects; on the
other hand, they must also reassure the public that their inclusion will not pose threats
to the existing racial hierarchy. The caveat, however, is that without disruptions to the
hierarchy the recognition marginalized Others receive will always be contingent upon
the dominant citizenry and the state. Given this tension, I argue that in addition to study-
ing how states and the dominant citizenry use the family to justify and practice exclusion,
we must also examine whether racialized Others could recuperate an interpretive frame-
work that has systematically undermined their social position.

Ethnocracy and racism in Hong Kong

Constituting about 0.9% of Hong Kong’s population, the South Asian community first
settled in the city under the British colonial administration as traders and as members
of the military and police force during the late 1800s.28 While some South Asians were
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initially granted British citizenship in Hong Kong, their status was whittled away in the
1960s as Britain revised its nationality law to limit the numbers of citizens in colonies.29

As a result, while most South Asians in Hong Kong possess permanent residency status in
the SAR, formally they still carry the nationality they inherited from their ancestors prior
to the colonial administration.30 South Asians are frequently reminded of their denizen
status through everyday acts of racial discrimination that go largely unchecked by the
mainstream public.31 In 1997, as one of the last colonies to leave British rule, Hong
Kong remains suffused with logics of neocolonialism and white supremacy.32 At the
same time, Hong Kong remains a largely homogeneous society, 94% being ethnic Han
Chinese.33 This particular history and social dynamic produces what Barry Sautman
refers to as an omnipresent semi-ethnocratic structure in which “one ethnic group rules
at the expense of others.”34 Within this structure, individuals who form the lower level
of the hierarchy—namely, South Asians and migrant domestic workers from Southeast
Asia—are rendered racially inferior and are excluded from achieving full citizenship;
the structure does so by systematically hindering the upward mobility of those wo do
not belong to the dominant race and kinship network.35 At the top of the ethnic hierarchy
are mainstream Hongkongers of Chinese descent who constitute the majority of the popu-
lation and white immigrants from Euroamerican countries who bring with them cultural
and economic capital.36 Consequently, even though most South Asians in Hong Kong
have settled in the city for generations, they remain strangers to mainstreamHongkongers.

Citizenship discourse in Hong Kong

The metaphorical connection between family and citizenship is at play in the Hong Kong
context. During his public addresses, the Chief Executive of Hong Kong repeatedly makes
use of the familial metaphor to discuss inclusivity and equality—a promise of citizenship
that is never to come for marginalized groups in the population: “regardless of one’s ethnic
background, if one considers Hong Kong to be home, then we all are members of the same
family”; other prominent politicians have similarly described Hong Kong as “a big
family.”37 While these political leaders never make explicit what the “family” entails,
their repeated evocations nevertheless promote a familial interpretive framework of the
nation and citizenship. Through this interpretive lens, those who have not been admitted
as part of the national family have little discursive and political power; to be recognized as
a family member, one must either belong to the dominant biological or affective kinship
network, or possess sufficient cultural and economic capital that makes one a valuable
addition to the nation-state.

Neoliberal and neocolonial values permeate the familial citizenship discourse in Hong
Kong. As a former colony and now a Chinese SAR with a highly restricted electoral
system, the Hong Kong public does not historically have strong values of civic engagement
and democratic participation.38 Lacking a history of public engagement, mainstreamHon-
gkongers have come to privilege private economic interests—particularly gains of their
biological families—over social values like inclusion and equity.39 Citizenship, therefore,
is largely understood via who deserves legal recognition, economic opportunities, and
public welfare. Vernacular discussions surrounding the topic are often framed in two
ways: as the protection of local, Hong Kong families against economic threats; and as a
mechanism to introduce new immigrants whose economic productivity and cultural
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capital would enhance the “quality” of the Hong Kong national family.40 The latter is tied
often to the neocolonial notion that white Euroamerican immigrants are superior, and
their incorporation would therefore bring prestige and soft power to the nation-
family.41 Such political and ideological attitudes are reflected in the way citizenship law
is written and interpreted in Hong Kong.

Chinese Nationality Law

The biological conception of the family is directly evoked in the Chinese Nationality Law
(CNL). After the return of sovereignty in 1997, the CNL of the People’s Republic of China
applies also to Hong Kong; the Hong Kong Immigration Department functions as the
local gatekeeper with the power to independently deny or grant naturalization requests.
In its execution of the CNL, the Hong Kong Immigration Department has opted to privi-
lege biological blood ties in the form of Chinese ethnicity—something that South Asians
can never fully possess—over other naturalization criteria. Operating on a jus sanguinis
model of nationhood, the CNL emphasizes one’s ancestral lineage and “Chineseness”
over one’s cultivated sense of belonging.42 For example, in an appendix explaining how
the CNL is implemented in Hong Kong, the Chinese government states that only Hong
Kong residents—born within China’s sovereignty—who are of “Chinese descent” would
automatically become Chinese citizens.43 While this statement does not preclude non-
Chinese individuals from successfully naturalizing by fulfilling other criteria laid out in
the CNL,44 the Hong Kong government often references this clause to deny the natural-
ization requests of South Asians—many of whom have been lifelong permanent residents
in the SAR. Meanwhile, white, Euroamerican immigrants who often have spent less time
in the SAR reportedly face few barriers when naturalizing.45

Here, the biological conception of family intersects with neoliberal and racist logics:
the nation-state is willing to incorporate bodies deemed racially, politically, and econ-
omically superior into the family, while excluding those who are at the bottom of the
racial hierarchy. This mechanism not only allows for a continuation of neocolonial
oppression based on white supremacy, but also fuels the neoliberal agenda; as Grace
Kyungwon Hong writes, “family is a category of normativization for the citizen-as-capi-
talist, but only insofar as it is simultaneously a category of exploitation for the nonci-
tizen immigrant and the racialized citizen poor.”46 By allowing racialized bodies to
reside alongside citizen-subjects, yet continuously denying them recognition as family
members, the nation-state is able to exploit their labor while appearing tolerant of
difference.

This intersection between neoliberalism and racism within the familial citizenship fra-
mework is demonstrated by the systematic exclusion of Southeast Asian domestic workers,
who in 2012 demanded formal recognition based on their affective ties to Hong Kong and
the intimate labor they perform in the home of Hongkongers. Hongkongers, however,
countered those claims by arguing that their inclusion would threaten the welfare and
resources meant for local families; the public was relieved when the Court of Final
Appeal ruled that domestic workers would not be granted the right of permanent resi-
dency.47 Local nuclear families come to stand in for the national family: if one—despite
her physical and emotional proximity—is not deemed a member of a local nuclear
family, then one certainly is not incorporable by the nation-family.
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Compared to migrant domestic workers and white expatriates, South Asians occupy a
more ambiguous position in this nation-family dyad: while they are racialized and are not
deemed as “valuable” as white immigrants, they also are not as alien as the migrant dom-
estic workers because of their long ancestral history in Hong Kong. Politically, racially, and
affectively, South Asians occupy an in-between space that makes them uneasy outsiders.
Their experience and efficacy in negotiating the familial-citizenship complex, therefore,
illuminates the rhetorical possibilities and hindrances faced by those who are marked as
strangers but are within the nation’s imaginary.

Tropes of intimacy in citizenship discourse

In order to render themselves visible, recognizable, and legitimate for legal inclusion,
South Asians have relied on both emotional and economic arguments to justify their
membership—such claims combine tropes of affective ties with the neoliberal logics
that good citizens who deserve familial inclusion must be economically productive and
independent. The efficacy of such tropes in securing formal recognition, I argue, hinges
primarily upon the petitioners’ race, socioeconomic status, and how they fit into the domi-
nant national imaginary based on the familial framework.

In October 2012, Radio Television Hong Kong released a documentary titled “Unclear
Identity,” featuring interviews of several South Asian petitioners whose naturalization
applications were repeatedly denied without any clear explanations. While all petitioners
featured have previously appeared in local blog posts, newspapers, and magazines, this
documentary—broadcasted by the city’s most popular television channel—allows them
to occupy familiar local spaces while speaking directly the Hong Kong public (most in
fluent Cantonese) in a more embodied manner. Interviewed either in the intimacy of
their local home and office or recognizable neighborhoods in Hong Kong, the South
Asian subjects are shown to inhabit the same space as the mainstream citizenry.
“Unclear Identity,” in other words, is a prime platform for South Asian petitioners to
demonstrate their eligibility to be admitted into the dominant family vis-à-vis the
nation-state.

Displaying their affective ties with Hong Kong and often evoking the family explicitly,
many interviewees highlight the pain and despondence the Immigration Department
caused them by rejecting their naturalization petitions outright; in these arguments,
they liken the experience of legal exclusion to the feeling of being ostracized by one’s
kin. By evoking the tropes of home and family, South Asian petitioners construct citizen-
ship claims that fit the interpretive framework of the mainstream citizenry. However,
unlike mainstream Hongkongers who mobilize the family to justify ethnocentric exclu-
sion, the South Asian community is attempting to repurpose such tropes to rearticulate
the boundary of the national family so that they will be recognized not as strangers but
as members. While public responses to the documentary are largely positive, with many
Hongkongers expressing sympathy towards the petitioners, they never gained enough
traction to warrant an official response from the government. Recalling how vehement
the Hong Kong public is when they feel that their own kin are under siege by mainland
Chinese maternal tourists and how responsive the SAR government has been to public
opinion, the continual public indifference towards South Asians demonstrates that this
community is still not deemed worthy of familial protection.48
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The rhetoric of familial exclusion

In “Unclear Identity,” several interviewees make deeply personal and emotional claims as
they recount their failed naturalization petitions. The documentary first features Abdull
Ghafar “Philip” Khan, a middle-aged businessperson of Pakistani descent who was born
and raised in Hong Kong; in fact, Khan’s family settled in the city a century ago. Currently
holding a Pakistani passport, Khan made multiple attempts to become a naturalized
Chinese citizen and to obtain a Hong Kong SAR passport. His applications have always
been rejected outright. Claiming that Hong Kong is his only home, Khan laments,
“Some may think that the Hong Kong passport is just a travel document, but it is so
much more than that; it’s a symbol of my identity—it’s about whether we are Hongkon-
gers.”49 Historically, legal documents like the passport have been instruments for nation-
states to “sort out ‘who is who’.”50 As Kate Vieira argues, immigration documents not only
denote one’s legal status but they also materially categorize one’s social and political stand-
ing.51 Legal documents, therefore, “provide evidence of where on this rights-and-privileges
continuum immigrants lie.”52 Frustrated and furious, Khan turns to the camera and sighs,

Do you not treat me as a member of this big family? [I lost] my sense of belonging… I cannot
obtain this passport and this nationality—does it mean that I’m a second-class citizen? At the
end, am I really a Hongkonger? It seems not. You treat me as a foreigner, but I have always
lived in Hong Kong.53

While Khan physically inhabits the space of Hong Kong, the rejection he faces when
applying for the SAR passport illustrates that he is written out of the nation-family and
his claims of affective ties are irrelevant to the state.

In Khan’s narrative, home, (re)naming, and identity are all intimately connected. Partly
to highlight his sense of belonging and affective tie to Hong Kong and partly for pro-
fessional reasons, Khan gave himself a Chinese name—Ho-ming Kan—that sounds no
different from one a mainstream Hongkonger would have. It is not enough for Khan
that he identifies Hong Kong as home and he himself as a member of the family whose
name blends easily with the rest of the citizenry; rather, he is seeking a reciprocity from
the nation-state to affirm the affective ties he has cultivated. With his Hong Kong ID
card that signifies his permanent residency status, Khan is technically recognized by the
state; however, as Ahmed points out, recognition is also used to estrange someone, to
mark them as outside the parameter of the nation-family.54 The renaming of Abdull
Ghafar to first Philip and later Ho-ming marks Khan’s desire blend into the mainstream
citizenry, so that Hong Kong would truly become a home, “a purified space of belonging
…where the subject is so at ease that she or he does not think.”55 The Hong Kong pass-
port, in other words, is not only a marker of whether one has earned one’s place in the
nation-state, but it also provides feelings of familial emplacement that are often denied
to racialized strangers.

Khan’s demonstrations of affective ties are trumped by the state’s biological and racial
conception of the family. As Khan attempted to submit his naturalization petition the
second time, the immigration officer on duty refused to process it. As Khan recounts in
the documentary, the officer instead sneered at him, “Don’t even think about it—you
won’t qualify. Don’t bother wasting the 1,500 HKD application fee…How can you poss-
ibly possess any Chinese blood?”56 Even though being ethnically Chinese is not a necessary
legal criterion a petitioner must fulfill, the immigration officer—echoing dominant racist
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sentiments against brown bodies—has acted as the proxy of the state to exclude Khan on
the basis that he does not belong to the dominant biological kinship network. By enacting
a jus sanguinismodel of citizenship law, the officer renders Khan both legally and rhetori-
cally powerless: as someone of Pakistani descent, he would never come to possess any
“Chinese blood”; at the same time, the claims of affective ties he makes can never function
as sufficient justification to refute an understanding of family that connects biological
kinship to racist ideologies.57 The different conceptions of the family, in other words,
are incongruent and the rhetorical options for racialized subjects are limited.

Speaking directly to the Hong Kong public in fluent Cantonese as he roams the city
streets with great familiarity, Khan prompts the audience members to make a political,
ethical, and emotional decision: they could either deny his belonging to the family
despite listening to his personal history and seeing the way he inhabits the space, or
they could acknowledge the injustice and contradictions at play in the current legal
system and advocate for him. The muted public response Khan receives, however, illus-
trates that his emphasis on affective ties cannot overcome a kin-based understanding of
the family that is simultaneously inflected with racist and ethnocentric logics.

The rhetoric of familial rejection is also employed by Shekhar Madhukar Kumta, an
accomplished medical school professor who immigrated to Hong Kong 23 years ago,
whose naturalization petitions were twice rejected outright without any explanation
from the government. The documentary first shows Kumta lecturing confidently at one
of the most prestigious universities in Hong Kong; it then pans to the rows of awards
Kumta has received over the years for his pioneering research and teaching. Dumb-
founded by the rejection, Kumta says in English, “It’s a very deep hurt. You are contribut-
ing to a family and the family doesn’t accept you, so you’ll feel really sort of hurt and
disappointed.”58 Elaborating on his experience with the Immigration Department,
Kumta laments, “The whole process feels very blunt and unfair. They just said no, no
reason. You feel very frustrated.”59 Kumta then points to the dissonance between the rec-
ognition he has received from the government and mainstream public for his academic
accomplishments and the repeated rejection he encounters as he attempts to enter the
nation-family.60 Kumta, in other words, is simultaneously kept close and pushed away
by the nation-state. This partial incorporation and exclusion is key for the maintenance
of a coherent national identity for the mainstream citizenry as the stranger must be
kept at a close proximity to demonstrate the limit of the nation-family.61 Kumta’s and
Khan’s familial narratives, in other words, reveal the ways national identity is concretized
by the simultaneous inclusion and exclusion of strangers like them—politically unthrea-
tening and economically productive strangers who would allow the dominant nation-
state to appear tolerant and “multicultural.” While they fulfill some criteria for familial
inclusion, their race makes them more suitable as neoliberal economic vehicles than as
family members.

Redefining kin ties and national boundaries

Of all the failed South Asian naturalization cases that have been made public, only one
petitioner has successfully been naturalized in her subsequent application. This “success
story,” however, is not a demonstration of a more inclusive and deliberative rearticulation
of citizenship; rather, it further highlights the way legal citizenship is conceptualized via
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kin ties in the private sphere to privilege recognizable sameness. After her naturalization
requests were rejected twice by the Immigration Department on the ground that she “did
not have Chinese blood” and lacked a formal nationality,62 Maggie Cheung—a Hong
Kong adoptee of Pakistani descent—agreed to be interviewed by several major newspapers
and the city’s most popular TV station; two days after her interview was released city-wide,
the Immigration Department accepted her naturalization petition and subsequently asked
the media to refrain from following up on the case.63

Newspaper and op-ed articles written about this case all represent Cheung as a true
Hongkonger despite her Pakistani ethnicity: while born to Pakistani parents, Cheung
was adopted legally by a local Hong Kong family when she was three months old. In a tele-
vised interview, Margaret Ng, a prominent local politician and barrister, weighs in on the
legal aspect of the case and critiques the Hong Kong Immigration Department: according
to Ng, Cheung should have received legal inclusion the day she was adopted by her Hong
Kong parents because the law stipulates that children of all Hong Kong citizens would
automatically be granted Chinese citizenship. Ng argues that the Hong Kong Immigration
Department is engaging in discriminatory practices that transgress the law. Ng’s argument
implies that the exclusion of South Asians who are not considered offspring of local Hon-
gkongers is acceptable as they are not part of the kinship network. In other words, while
Ng supports Cheung’s legal inclusion in spite of her race, her claim nevertheless follows
the jus sanguinis logic of existing citizenship laws that privilege ethnocentric kin ties.

Cheung’s adoptive background comes into play not only in legal discourse, but also in
the ways she is represented by the mainstream Hong Kong public. As a member of an
ethnic minority, her lived experience is certainly different from her mainstream counter-
parts; nevertheless, she is immersed in a cultural, social—and most importantly—domestic
familial context that Hongkongers recognize. Cheung, in other words, is able to cultivate
what anthropologists refer to as fictive kinship with mainstream Hongkongers: essential
and close affective bonds that are formed not primarily through biological blood ties
but via the sharing of intimate experiences, spaces, and substance;64 gradually, the
kinship tie is no longer fictive but becomes indistinguishable from one that stems from
biological closeness.65 By living under the same roof with established members of the
dominant national family, in other words, Cheung has come to be recognized as a core
member who has deep affective and kinship ties with her local family—and by proxy,
with mainstream Hongkongers at large. As a result, news reports on Cheung’s case repeat-
edly emphasize her “Hong Kong roots.” For instance, in an op-ed celebrating Cheung’s
successful naturalization, Ng writes: “Legally adopted by a Hong Kong couple, she received
local education and grew up just like other Hong Kong children.”66

While these reports do give Cheung the room to discuss in her own voice her experi-
ence with the Immigration Department, they nevertheless all emphasize her “Hongkong-
ness” by repeatedly drawing the readers’ attention to her adoptive background and an
upbringing that mirrors the mainstream citizenry’s. What matters more here, in other
words, is not the citizenship claims Cheung herself makes—claims in which she evokes
emotional tropes such as injury, hurt, and a sense of belonging and familial attachment
to Hong Kong—but the feeling among Hongkongers that she ought to be also a Hongkon-
ger because she has already established kin ties with a local reproductive family. In this
case, the family becomes, as Wingard suggests, part of “a metonymic chain” that connects
the family in the private sphere to the community and the nation.67 Because of the primacy
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of the familial interpretive framework, racialized Others who have filial relationships with
members of the mainstream citizenry are seen as familiar and therefore unthreatening—
these private relations, therefore, become persuasive arguments to justify inclusion.68

Instead of demonstrating how the racial hierarchy could be undermined to expand the
scope of the nation, Cheung’s success in fact reinforces the primacy of unthreatening
sameness and familiarity in citizenship practices.

Indeed, to further represent Cheung as deserving of Chinese citizenship because of her
kin tie to a mainstream nuclear family, news articles supporting her—with a title like
“Pakistani Girl with a Hongkonger’s Heart”—often emphasize her similarities with main-
stream Hongkongers.69 Another widely circulated news report similarly emphasizes that
Cheung was formally educated in Hong Kong and, since graduating from a prestigious
local university, has been contributing to society as a secondary school liberal arts
teacher.70 Most reports include a portrait of Cheung standing in a classroom; behind
her is a blackboard with the following words written in Chinese: “Identification: recog-
nition, emotion, behavior.”71 These words not only signal Cheung’s expertise in teaching
liberal arts through her personal experience, they also suggest that she is highly educated
and well-versed in Chinese—in other words, that she is just like her middle-class Hong
Kong Chinese counterparts. Despite her brownness, Cheung shares many similar experi-
ences and traits with the dominant Hong Kong public. She garners so much media atten-
tion by presenting an uncanny redefinition of who a Hongkonger is without disrupting the
connections between kinship and the familial framework of citizenship.

Initially, Cheung’s race poses a barrier towards legal inclusion as her incorporation
would disrupt the existing racial hierarchy that systematically relegates brown bodies.
However, the kin ties Cheung has with a mainstream family successfully neutralizes the
ideological threat her brown body presents. As Ahmed observes, like citizenship, race is
understood as an extension of the familial race: the analogical relationship between race
and family “produce[s] a particular version of race and a particular version of family, pre-
dicated on ‘likeness,’ where likeness becomes a matter of ‘shared attributes’.”72 Cheung’s
brownness does not hinder her inclusion into the nation-family because it is deemed suf-
ficiently tamed by her adoptive background: Cheung, in other words, is seen as so much
like a mainstream Hongkonger that her race is nothing more than a superficial difference
that could be touted as a celebration of multiculturalism. In fact, two years prior to her
unpleasant encounters with the Immigration Department, the local news media had
already taken a liking towards Cheung, frequently interviewing her as she was the only
volunteer in the Hong Kong’s Civil Aid who is not of Chinese descent.73 In one of the
news articles, the author writes that, “Maggie Cheung’s Cantonese is more fluent than
many Hongkongers, but ironically she doesn’t know the Urdu language spoken by Pakis-
tanis.”74 These reports, similar to those in support of her naturalization, represent Cheung
as an exceptional case and somewhat of a “multicultural novelty”: by accepting Cheung as
a citizen, the dominant Hong Kong public is able to retain its desired “cosmopolitan” and
liberal image without undermining their ethnocratic conception of family and citizenship.

As Cheung’s case, however, is an exception because most South Asians are unable to
access the kinds of privileged education and economic opportunities that Cheung had
—not to mention the affective tie she is able to establish with the Hong Kong public by
belonging to the dominant kinship network through adoption. As a result, even though
they evoke the similar kinds of emotional and familial tropes Cheung does, most South
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Asians are unable to make citizenship claims that propel the mainstream citizenry to advo-
cate for them as if they are members of the family. Such a discrepancy demonstrates that
the effects and connotations of tropes do not only change as discourse travels across
national borders—as transnational rhetoricians have argued—but they also shift and fluc-
tuate even when they are circulating within the same local discursive network among the
same audiences.75 The uptake of these tropes, in fact, is more contingent upon the rhetor’s
existing social position and whether his or her their arguments could fit neatly into the
dominant interpretive framework.

Linking the familial and the economic: Whiteness as neoliberal exception

Attempting to convince the Hong Kong public that they are deserving citizens and
family members, South Asians rely on neoliberal tropes of contribution and pro-
ductivity in conjunction with tropes of affective ties and emotional intimacy. South
Asian petitioners, however, are not the only group who evoke economic contribution
as citizenship and familial claims—when asked to explain their swift naturalization
process, some of the most prominent Euroamericans in the SAR often emphasize
their wealth and productivity. Despite the similarity between the arguments they
deploy and the neoliberal worthiness and affective ties the South Asian petitioners
demonstrate, white immigrants are deemed more valuable for incorporation. Influenced
by its colonial history and the broader transnational political and cultural context that
privileges whiteness, performances of neoliberal values and Hong Kong citizenship are
tightly bound up with ideologies of white supremacy. As a result, the rhetorical efficacy
and actual economic productivity of South Asians are never quite enough for them to
be incorporated as members whose contribution would enhance the “quality” of the
nation-family.

To reveal the racial bias in the naturalization process, “Unclear Identity” juxtaposes
the interview with Kumta—the accomplished medical school professor—with that of
Allan Zeman, a white millionaire who relinquished his Canadian citizenship five
years ago.76 Focusing first on Zeman, the documentary shows a tall middle-aged
white man sitting in the center of a tastefully decorated office with large windows
talking to a group of young, professional Hong Kong women. Even prior to this docu-
mentary interview, Zeman is no stranger to the Hong Kong audience: a pioneering
developer and investor in Hong Kong’s tourism and entertainment industry during
the colonial era, Zeman is well known for creating the city’s first theme park and
nightlife district—both are major attractions for tourists and locals alike, and they gen-
erate tremendous revenues for the SAR. As a result, Zeman has received many acco-
lades from the government; it is also not uncommon to find interviews of Zeman in
local newspapers and Western news media like Forbes, CNBC, and CNN. Unlike
Kumta whose productivity is largely within the confine of academia, Zeman’s contri-
bution constitutes a significant portion of Hong Kong’s economy and collective
experience.

While the citizenship claims Zeman makes rely on similar tropes of intimacy and pro-
ductivity that South Asian petitioners deploy, they generate different outcomes because of
the way whiteness intersects with neoliberal values and citizenship. Reclining in his office
chair, Zeman explains to the camera why he decided to naturalize:
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I’ve been living in HK for 43 years. I belong and Hong Kong is my home. My family grew up
here; my children grew up here all their life. They have only been to Canada three to four
times in their life. And so Hong Kong has always been our home. I never thought of any-
where else as being my home.77

In the documentary, Khan and Jenny Andrews—a third-generation young woman of
Indian descent who was born and raised in Hong Kong—both make a very similar
claim. In fact, Khan and Andrews mount a much more persuasive argument than
Zeman about their sense of belonging: while Zeman speaks in English during the entire
interview, both Khan and Andrews speak in fluent Cantonese as both have spent their
entire life in Hong Kong, attending local schools and living in middle-working-class
neighborhoods like the majority of Hongkongers. Khan’s and Jenny’s claims of home
and belonging, however, are rendered irrelevant by the government. The harrowing
experiences they had with immigration officials distinguish them from Zeman, a white
tycoon whom the Hong Kong government deeply values and respects.

While South Asians are cultural outsiders because of systematic marginalization,
Zeman and most upper-class white expatriates in Hong Kong are outside of the main-
stream cultural community because they occupy the upper echelon socially, economically,
and racially at both the local and transnational levels. However, instead of hindering their
path towards citizenship, the outsider status of wealthy white people becomes cultural
capital that highlights their superiority over mainstream Hongkongers. By incorporating
figures like Zeman into the national family, the Hong Kong public and government are
able to reap both cultural and economic benefits that come with whiteness. Successful
white businessmen with robust economic and cultural ties with Euroamerican countries
help position the SAR as a significant hub within the transnational financescape. In his
interview with prominent Western media, Zeman is portrayed as a savvy and ambitious
entrepreneur who has singlehandedly reinvented Hong Kong’s entertainment and
tourism industries.78 Forbes, in fact, refers to Zeman as “Hong Kong’s mouse killer” as
the local theme park he founded trumped Hong Kong Disneyland in profit—by incorpor-
ating a figure like Zeman, in other words, Hong Kong is able to surpass even the United
States.79

While Zeman’s transnational reputation as a successful businessperson helps attract
Western investments to Hong Kong, the incorporation of white entrepreneurs like him
into the nation-family is also culturally and ideologically significant. In fact, while Hong
Kong’s economic development now hinges primarily on mainland China, having ties with
Euroamerican countries remains highly valued among local Hongkongers. Because of
Hong Kong’s colonial legacy and the superiority of whiteness that continues to permeate at
a transnational level, Western countries symbolize modernity and a privileged cosmopolitan
ideal—a national image Hongkongers crave more than ever after the return of Hong Kong’s
sovereignty toChina.80 The remnants of white supremacy and inferiority complex among the
non-white colonized population surfaces: it is almost an honor to the government andmain-
stream public that white expatriates wouldwant to flip the colonial script, join the family, and
become one of them.81 In other words, white people are welcome as familymembers not only
because they are privileged transnational subjects who bring in economic profits, but also
because their whiteness and previous Euroamerican citizenship status render them valuable
to Hongkongers’ construction of their ideal national and self-identity. On the other hand,
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historically associatedwith the lower class, SouthAsians donot bringwith them the samekind
of cultural capital that helps enhance the image and reputation of the nation-family.

Not only does race influence the efficacy of one’s claim of familial intimacy, it also
differentiates the value of one’s labor. After claiming their affective tie towards Hong
Kong, Zeman and most South Asian petitioners interviewed follow up by emphasizing
their contribution to the family through productive labor; their productivity, however,
is evaluated differently according to the dominant racial hierarchy. In “Unclear Identity,”
Zeman—sitting at ease in his luxurious office—references his contribution to Hong Kong
to justify his swift incorporation. The documentary then shows Zeman surveying Lan
Kwai Fong—the nightlife district he developed that mainly attract wealthy local Hongkon-
gers, white expatriates, and tourists: Zeman has remade both the actual and symbolic land-
scape of the city through his modern, cosmopolitan image. Shaking hands with
pedestrians who clearly recognize him as a celebrity, Zeman proclaims that he started
developing the entertainment industry in Hong Kong 30 years ago as a pioneer. Respond-
ing to the allegations that white people like him are given preferential treatment during the
naturalization procedure, Zeman nonchalantly states,

I don’t think I am privileged. I was not famous when I came here; I became famous by doing
things, by helping Hong Kong to become a better place, and that’s why I believe I was given
the right to become a local.82

Zeman’s claim exemplifies the bootstrap argument that underplays structural inequities and
privilege; it also extends a neocolonial racial and power dynamic between him as a privileged,
upper-class white male and Hong Kong as a former colony that requires his helpful hand.

The South Asian petitioners in the interview discuss their contribution to the nation-
family as well. However, unlike Zeman who could boldly and securely claim that Hong
Kong would be amiss without his labor, many South Asians recount how their pro-
ductivity is either dismissed or deemed irrelevant or insufficient for their citizenship peti-
tion. Economically, South Asians are at a disadvantage because they are marginalized in
Hong Kong’s education system and professional workplaces. As a result, their race bars
them from reaching the same socioeconomic status as a white immigrant.83 Jenny
Andrews recounts that when she applied for naturalization the second time, despite
having a full-time job, she was told by the immigration officer that she did not qualify
because she was not making enough money to be deemed financially self-sufficient.
Jenny left without submitting her application because the officer threatened to have her
physically removed from the office.84 Jenny’s earning potential is severely hindered by
her race; as a result, despite being a productive citizen, her income still does not qualify
her as a desirable citizen-subject of the nation-family. Jenny’s example demonstrates the
insidious connections between race and economic mobility that precludes racialized indi-
viduals from performing neoliberal values perfectly—as a result, they are rendered less
incorporable than their white counterparts.

The labor South Asians perform does not translate into significant cultural capital that
would warrant their incorporation as family members. Characterizing the repeated rejec-
tions he encounters as a deep injustice, Jeffrey Andrews—Jenny’s brother and Hong
Kong’s only brown social worker—vehemently states that, “I am currently contributing
to the [Hong Kong] society, so why can’t I obtain a passport? You ask me to pay taxes,
but why can’t I ask to have a passport?”85 Similarly, showcasing the awards he had received
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from the university and from the Hong Kong government, Kumta says that he is baffled by
the contradiction: “On the one hand, this community does value my contribution—and
there’s evidence of that; on the other hand, I find I was completely rejected. And I
cannot understand how these two can coexist.”86 While the mainstream public and the
state benefit from their economic contributions, their labor and race do not grant them
the necessary cultural and economic capital to be members of the family.

Conclusion

By juxtaposing the different contexts in which familial tropes are evoked, I have demon-
strated that the citizenship is regulated and performed not only through overt evocations
of the reproductive family. Rather, intersecting ideologies on affective ties, race, kinship,
and neoliberalism form the familial interpretive framework through which citizenship
and the nation-state are understood. This analysis of citizenship discourse among South
Asians highlights the rhetorical conundrum racialized subjects face as they deploy estab-
lished tropes of intimacy to seek recognition: by participating in dominant citizenship dis-
course to persuade the mainstream public of their worthiness of inclusion, racialized
subjects inadvertently perpetuate the power hierarchy. I demonstrate that the exclusionary
nature of citizenship is perpetuated by the state, mainstream citizenry, and aliens alike at
the blurred line between the public and political and the private and intimate.

This argument is significant not only for citizenship studies, but also for transnational
rhetoric. The familial citizenship framework flattens transnational racial and cultural
relationships by scaling them down to the intimacy of familial units and values: sameness
and benefits to the local citizenry are privileged as defaults without problematizing the
specific historical and social contexts that have given rise to such power relations. This
limited scale forecloses the opportunity for there to be an ethical encounter across
racial and class line in the transnational arena. Therefore, while scholars in transnational
rhetorical studies have often focused on the ways rhetorics travel across intersecting global
and local networks, I urge that, in addition to movements, we must also consider the scales
in which they travel and ask questions such as: how do tropes impose limitations to the
subjectivity of marginalized others as they move from a transnational to a local frame
of reference?87 What rhetorical recourse is available to broaden the scale so that recog-
nition is not bound by a hyperlocal conception of familiarity but is founded upon
ethical encounters and responsibilities with and to others? To close, I call for the invention
of rhetorical tactics that create space for ethical relations to otherness that transcend the
local, familial scale: tactics that invite interlocutors to bear witness to the subjectivity of
others beyond limiting politics of identification and familiarity. In other words, rather
than examining instances when marginalized rhetors appropriate or redeploy dominant
tropes to resist or challenge existing power hierarchies, we must also be vigilant in
noting and inventing rhetorical strategies that fundamentally challenge the underlying
ideologies and histories that support the dominant discursive framework.
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