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driven characteristics, and depoliticized communication, this model provides important mi-
cro-level evidence and practical implication for understanding the diversified sources and
mechanisms of contemporary Chinese soft power.
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From “Chinaness” to “Chineseness” ;: The Shifting Construction of Overseas Chi-
nese Identity in Traditional China
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[ Abstract] Traditional Chinese governments long faced the problem of defining the iden-
tity of Overseas Chinese. From the Ming dynasty to the mid-Qing period, governments
inherited conventions, downplaying the “ Chinaness” of Overseas Chinese to construct
them as figures who had “self-abandoned imperial transformation”. This narrative served
the needs of coastal defense and stabilizing rule. The connotation of “Chinaness” was con-
tinuously evolving in this process. After China’s gradual opening in the late Qing era, Chi-
nese laborers emerged in large numbers. The Qing government, relying on conceptual in-
ertia, viewed Chinese laborers and other Overseas Chinese as separate groups. In the latter
half of the 19th century, amid internal and external crises, the Qing government increas-
ingly emphasized the “Chinaness” of Overseas Chinese by highlighting their cultural re-
tention, economic value, and political identity. This culminated in the 1893 lifting of the
maritime ban on Chinese subjects and recognition of their status as “nationals” . However,
due to the Qing government’s limited understanding of the “Chineseness” of Overseas
Chinese, it failed to properly grasp the transformations of their identity and thus struggled
to manage relevant affairs effectively. By adopting the theoretical perspectives of “Chinese-
ness” and “Chinaness”, this paper reexamines how the Ming and Qing governments per-
ceived and narrated the Overseas Chinese, and how these notions underwent significant
transformation after 1840. This approach reveals that the definition of Overseas Chinese i-
dentity was consistently constrained by the governing imperatives of the state and cognitive
limitations. By distinguishing between “ Chinaness” and “Chineseness”, this study contrib-
utes to clarifying the dynamic construction of both objective identity and subjective identi-
fication among Overseas Chinese, offering theoretical insights and practical implications for
advancing Overseas Chinese studies and informing relevant policies.
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