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From Collective Memory to Chinese National Identity: A Study on Social Organizations
Empowering Cross-Border Elderly Return Migration
TIAN Xinchao

Abstract: The return migration practices of cross-border elderly function as a crucial link between
collective memory and Chinese national identity. This study positions social organizations as institutional
intermediaries, employing Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory and FEI Xiaotong’s “differential mode
of association” as its analytical framework and adopting the grounded theory methodology. Focusing on
elderly returnees from Hong Kong and Macao as a typical case, it utilizes participatory observation, in-depth
interviews, and textual analysis to elucidate the core mechanisms through which social organizations, as
institutional memory mediators, connect individual memory with national identity. The findings reveal that
against the backdrop of “memory rupture” caused by physical spatial transformations and the disappearance of
memory carriers, as well as the weakening of traditional clan networks, social organizations facilitate identity
construction through three interconnected pathways: the ritualized reconstruction of spatial symbol; the
structured integration of identity narratives; and the emotional re-embedding of cross-border social networks,
These practices bridge the gap between individual nostalgia, local identity, and national identity, transforming
personal reminiscence into a public, institutionalized process of memory production and identity construction.
The involvement of social organizations elevates the return migration practice beyond personal sentiment,
making it a social action that fosters Chinese national community consciousness in a bottom-up manner. This
not only expands the explanatory power of collective memory theory in cross-border contexts but also offers
practical insights for strengthening cultural identity and community building through social organizations.

Keywords: social organizations; collective memory; chinese national identity; cross-border elderly



