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Abstract Sri Lanka and China have a long history of exchanges with overseas Chinese
acting as important envoys of friendly exchanges between the two countries. From the
perspective of “old background” and “new era” this article explains the phenomenon that the
original ethnic characteristics and emotional connection with China of the early overseas Chinese
became invisible due to assimilation and acculturation and their cultural identity tended to
“shut down”; and discusses the fact that in their cultural collision and exchange with the new
overseas Chinese in Sri Lanka as well as under the influence of the Primordialist and
Circumstantialist theories cultural memory of the early overseas Chinese has been awakened
thus triggering off the “switching” mechanism and the “reconstruction” mechanism that
transform individual identity into social identity among overseas Chinese in Sri Lanka. It is
hoped that this study will deepen the research on the cultural identity of overseas Chinese in Sri

Lanka and provide a classic case for the study of overseas Chinese in South Asia.
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