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From Colonization to Citizenship:
Liang Qichao’s Nanyang Experience, Imagination of

Overseas Chinese, and Political Propositions

Khor Teik Huat"

Abstract

Since the late Qing period, amid internal strife and external threats, large numbers of
Chinese,especially from the southern provinces of Fujian and Guangdong migrated to the
Nanyang (Southeast Asia), forming the largest overseas Chinese community outside mainland
China. As geographic knowledge expanded, overseas investigations became more common,
consular missions were dispatched, and intellectuals increasingly traveled or went into exile,
“Nanyang” and the Chinese residing there came into clearer focus for the Chinese intellectual
sphere. Among these intellectuals was Liang Qichao, a prominent thinker of modern China who
lived in exile in Japan. In his 1899 essay “On the Future of the Chinese Race” written during his
stay in Japan, Liang asserted that Chinese people possessed a strong capacity for self-governance.
He viewed the Chinese in various Nanyang ports as embodying a spirit of adventure and
independence. By 1905, in his work Biographies of Eight Great Chinese Colonizers, Liang
elaborated further on overseas Chinese expansion from the perspective of national spirit and his
“New Citizen” theory. Significantly, all of the eight figures he profiled were pioneers in the
Nanyang region, revealing Liang’s Sino-centric conceptualization of Nanyang and overseas
Chinese. However, by the time of his journey to Europe in 1919—during which he passed through
British Malaya—Liang's stance toward Nanyang, particularly Malaya and its Chinese sojourners,
appeared to shift markedly. He began to encourage the overseas Chinese to engage more deeply
in politics and nation-building, urging them to consider their local futures. This raises a series of
important questions: What were the sources of Liang Qichao’s vision of Nanyang ? What was

the nature and extent of his actual experiences in the region ? How were his views on overseas

* Associate Professor, Sultan Idris Education University, Malaysia.
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Chinese shaped, and how did they evolve over time ? In short, this paper seeks to trace Liang

Qichao’s experiences in Nanyang and analyze the conceptual and ideological construction of his
understanding of Nanyang and the overseas Chinese. It aims to illuminate both the limitations
and the insights of his imagined and intellectual engagement with Nanyang Chinese, particularly

in relation to the genealogy of political participation among Chinese in British Malaya.

Keywords: Nanyang perspective, overseas Chinese, colonization, citizenship, self-governance
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