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ABSTRACT 

Amid the increasingly prominent issues surrounding global migration, the successful integration of 
Chinese diaspora communities within Southeast Asian countries and their impact on the domestic 
and foreign policies of these nations have emerged as critical topics of academic inquiry. This paper 
provides a comprehensive analysis of the political and economic engagement of the Chinese 
diaspora in their host countries, exploring how they navigate and adapt to the evolving policy 
landscape and socio-political dynamics of Southeast Asia in the 21st century. Through active 
participation in political processes, these communities have adopted various strategies to legally and 
effectively safeguard their interests within the complex political frameworks of their host countries. 
Utilizing a historical analytical approach, this study examines the long-term transformation of 
Chinese diaspora communities, offering insights into their present roles and functions in relation to 
political strategy and projecting potential future trends. The findings suggest that the political 
involvement of the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia is on the rise, marked by a significant shift 
from a focus as primarily an “economic group” to an influential “political group.” This transformation 
underscores the expanding role of the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asian societies, with 
potentially profound and enduring implications for the region’s political landscape and inter-regional 
relations. 
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1. CHINESE IDENTITY AND CULTURAL CONTEXT IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

The term "Southeast Asian Chinese" primarily refers to those individuals of Chinese descent who 
have acquired citizenship in various Southeast Asian countries. While they possess Chinese heritage 
and are deeply influenced by Chinese culture, they are often regarded as "Chinese" in their host 
countries, a designation that also encompasses the descendants of Chinese immigrants who have 
largely assimilated into local societies. Scholars offer various interpretations regarding the definition 
of Southeast Asian Chinese. For instance, Professor Zhuang Guotu, in his work "The Changes in the 
Social Status of Southeast Asian Chinese after World War II," describes Southeast Asian Chinese as 
a stable community formed by Chinese immigrants and their descendants in the Southeast Asian 
region, a group that has long maintained a significant sense of Chinese identity. Based on this identity 
recognition, Southeast Asian Chinese serve as a unique force within local societies, playing an 
important role in safeguarding their interests and promoting interactions between China and Southeast 
Asia [1]. 

American scholar S. S. Tan, in his book "The Chinese Community in Thailand: A Historical 
Analysis," points out that the process of assimilation among the Thai Chinese community is 
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accelerating and has become an inevitable trend. This perspective has had a profound impact since 
its publication, becoming widely cited and regarded as a classic argument in the study of Southeast 
Asian Chinese [2]. Tan's "assimilation" theory posits that the Thai Chinese community will inevitably 
be integrated into Thai society. However, with the rising international status of China and the gradual 
formation of a multicultural social atmosphere in Southeast Asian countries, this theory has faced 
increasing criticism. Scholars have gradually recognized that the existence of multiculturalism and 
pluralism is not only the norm in modern societies but also serves as the foundation for the Chinese 
community's maintenance of its identity. Rather than being completely assimilated, the Chinese 
community increasingly emphasizes its uniqueness in political, economic, and cultural dimensions, a 
trend that has become more pronounced in the context of economic globalization. 

The strengthening of Chinese identity is closely linked to China's rise. In recent years, the Chinese 
communities in various Southeast Asian countries have placed greater emphasis on their identity as 
individuals of Chinese descent. Simultaneously, influenced by multiple factors in their host countries-
political, economic, and cultural-they are more inclined to maintain their Chinese identity rather than 
fully integrate into local societies. This phenomenon has drawn widespread attention from scholars 
in the field of migration studies and has prompted further exploration of the mechanisms behind the 
formation of Southeast Asian Chinese identity. Within a multicultural context, Southeast Asian 
Chinese have gradually transformed into a "ethnic group" characterized by cultural identity, making 
the study of the Chinese community increasingly significant in the political, social, and economic 
research of Southeast Asia. 

The dynamics of Chinese identity among Southeast Asian communities are shaped by several 
interrelated factors. Firstly, the historical legacy of migration and settlement patterns has established 
deep-rooted ties between Chinese communities and their ancestral homeland. These connections have 
influenced cultural practices, language use, and social networks, reinforcing a sense of belonging to 
the broader Chinese diaspora. Secondly, contemporary geopolitical developments, such as China's 
Belt and Road Initiative, have fostered greater economic and cultural exchanges between China and 
Southeast Asia. This engagement not only enhances economic ties but also revitalizes cultural 
connections, prompting Southeast Asian Chinese to assert their identity and strengthen their cultural 
heritage. 

Furthermore, the rise of globalization has facilitated the flow of information and ideas, allowing for 
a broader exchange of cultural narratives. As Southeast Asian Chinese communities engage with their 
ancestral heritage, they often do so in the context of a globalized world, where transnational identities 
are increasingly common. This complex interplay between local and global influences contributes to 
the ongoing evolution of their cultural identity. 

In addition to economic and cultural factors, political developments have also shaped the identity of 
Southeast Asian Chinese. The changing political landscape in their host countries has prompted 
increased political engagement and advocacy for rights and representation. As they navigate 
challenges such as discrimination and marginalization, Southeast Asian Chinese are becoming more 
active in asserting their interests and participating in political processes. This engagement reflects a 
growing awareness of the importance of representation and inclusion within the broader sociopolitical 
framework. 

Overall, the identity of Southeast Asian Chinese is a dynamic and multifaceted construct, influenced 
by historical legacies, cultural exchanges, globalization, and political developments. As they continue 
to navigate their roles within their host societies, the ongoing exploration of their identity will remain 
crucial for understanding the broader implications of multiculturalism and diversity in Southeast Asia. 

In conclusion, the study of Southeast Asian Chinese is essential for comprehending the complexities 
of identity formation in a rapidly changing world. As this community evolves and adapts to new 
challenges and opportunities, it remains a vital component of the social, economic, and political 
landscape of Southeast Asia. By recognizing the significance of their cultural heritage and promoting 
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inclusive narratives, Southeast Asian Chinese can play a transformative role in shaping the future of 
their communities and fostering harmonious relationships between China and Southeast Asia. 

2. ECONOMIC ACHIEVEMENTS AND POLITICAL PARTICIPATION OF 
THE CHINESE COMMUNITY 

After generations of hard work and perseverance, the new generation of Southeast Asian Chinese has 
gradually attained a relatively high social status and economic foundation, emerging as a new 
bourgeois class within local societies. This transformation has not only redefined their socioeconomic 
status but also reshaped their identity in the context of national and regional politics. They not only 
focus on the impact of social and political developments in their host countries on their lives but also 
actively seek deeper levels of social participation, recognizing that political engagement is essential 
for protecting their interests and enhancing their influence in the broader societal context. 

The anti-Chinese riots in Indonesia in 1998 served as a pivotal moment for the Chinese community, 
prompting a critical reevaluation of their political engagement. This incident exposed the deeply 
rooted anti-Chinese sentiment among indigenous populations and highlighted the Chinese 
community's lack of political involvement and social status, which led to threats to their personal 
safety and economic interests. The riots, marked by violence and destruction, underscored the 
vulnerability of the Chinese community in Indonesia and their precarious position within the socio-
political landscape. One of the fundamental causes of this situation was the Chinese community's 
weak political awareness, resulting in a mismatch between their political status and economic needs. 
Consequently, Southeast Asian Chinese have gradually recognized the importance of enhancing their 
political influence and striving for social identity recognition, actively participating in political 
activities to secure their rights and promote joint development with local societies [3]. 

In contemporary society, political participation has become one of the crucial pathways for Southeast 
Asian Chinese to position themselves and elevate their social status. Currently, several Southeast 
Asian countries, such as Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines, grant Chinese citizens the rights 
to vote and run for office [4], as well as allowing them the freedom to express opinions, form political 
parties, and establish associations. For instance, following a series of political reforms, Indonesia has 
gradually provided the Chinese community with more opportunities to participate in local affairs, 
granting them a degree of autonomy that allows them to express their political demands more freely. 
This political engagement has been accompanied by a greater emphasis on civic education and 
community organization within the Chinese community, which has fostered a sense of collective 
identity and responsibility. 

Similarly, Malaysia has seen a gradual increase in the proportion of Chinese civil servants in recent 
years, granting them greater participation rights in public affairs and policy-making, with Chinese 
individuals occupying key positions in state assemblies and government departments. The 
representation of the Chinese community in various levels of government not only reflects their 
increasing political participation but also their commitment to contributing to the development of the 
nation. This representation is crucial for addressing the concerns of the Chinese community and 
ensuring that their voices are heard in national dialogues. The active involvement of Chinese 
politicians in mainstream politics has also contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the diverse 
needs of the population, fostering an environment of cooperation and mutual respect among different 
ethnic groups. 

Through legitimate channels, the Chinese communities in these countries have gradually enhanced 
their political status, striving to promote the development of multiculturalism and pluralism in their 
respective nations [5]. Their engagement has not been limited to electoral politics; they have also 
actively participated in civil society initiatives, advocating for policies that benefit not only the 
Chinese community but also the broader society. By collaborating with other ethnic groups and 
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participating in inter-ethnic dialogues, the Chinese community has taken significant steps towards 
building a more inclusive and harmonious society. 

By actively engaging in politics within their host countries, the Chinese community demonstrates its 
sense of social responsibility, gradually earning the recognition and trust of local societies. This 
engagement is vital for dismantling long-standing stereotypes and fostering a climate of 
understanding and cooperation. Moreover, this not only helps to eliminate long-standing ethnic 
prejudices but also provides broader opportunities for multicultural integration within their host 
countries. As an integral part of Southeast Asian social structures, the Chinese community exhibits 
considerable autonomy and decision-making power in political participation, which not only 
stabilizes its economic position but also facilitates its integration into the mainstream in various 
aspects, including social and cultural dimensions. 

In conclusion, the journey of Southeast Asian Chinese from marginalization to becoming active 
participants in the political landscape illustrates their resilience and adaptability. Their efforts in 
political participation and advocacy not only enhance their own social status and rights but also 
contribute to the broader goals of national unity and cultural diversity in their respective countries. 
As they continue to navigate the complexities of identity, belonging, and representation, the Southeast 
Asian Chinese community stands as a testament to the dynamic interplay between ethnicity, politics, 
and social change in the region. 

3. DIPLOMATIC INTERACTIONS BETWEEN SOUTHEAST ASIAN 
CHINESE AND CHINA 

As a cultural bridge between ASEAN member states and China, the Southeast Asian Chinese 
community plays a vital role in promoting political and economic cooperation between China and 
Southeast Asian countries. The "Belt and Road Initiative" (BRI) proposed by China presents 
opportunities for fostering political trust between China and ASEAN countries. The Southeast Asian 
Chinese, leveraging their dual identity, act as a communication link between the two, facilitating 
cooperation in economic, cultural, and other domains. The BRI not only enhances the economic ties 
between China and ASEAN but also reinforces the unique sense of identity among Southeast Asian 
Chinese in the context of globalization. 

In the current landscape of geopolitical changes, the United States' "Indo-Pacific Strategy" has, to 
some extent, influenced the ASEAN-centered regional cooperation framework, making the 
collaboration needs between China and ASEAN even more pronounced. The Southeast Asian 
Chinese, as a bridge between China and ASEAN, can contribute to creating a harmonious political 
environment for China in the region. They play an essential role in promoting the construction of a 
China-ASEAN community of shared destiny, which is beneficial for realizing the broader goal of 
establishing a global community of shared future for humanity [6]. 

The Southeast Asian Chinese community is not only actively involved in the economic and trade 
cooperation between China and ASEAN but also promotes constructive interactions through cultural 
ties. In recent years, the Southeast Asian Chinese have maintained their connections with China 
through various means. For instance, many Chinese community organizations in Southeast Asia 
actively participate in fellowship and ancestry-related activities in China, enhancing emotional ties to 
their ancestral homeland. This emotional bond helps strengthen the identity awareness of Southeast 
Asian Chinese and has become an integral part of the people-to-people diplomacy between China and 
Southeast Asian nations. 

Moreover, Southeast Asian Chinese contribute to their ancestral regions through donations and 
infrastructure projects, particularly in constructing schools, roads, and other public welfare initiatives 
in parts of China. These efforts have garnered high recognition from local governments and 
communities. This approach not only represents a form of giving back to their homeland but also 
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strengthens the interpersonal ties between China and Southeast Asia, laying a solid foundation for 
future collaboration. 

In the current international media environment, the Southeast Asian Chinese community has 
gradually emerged as important defenders of China's image. In the face of negative narratives and 
"threat theories" propagated by external media, Southeast Asian Chinese utilize their influence in 
local contexts to advocate for China's peaceful development concept, effectively conveying positive 
messages across various media platforms. Especially within the framework of the Belt and Road 
Initiative, the Southeast Asian Chinese actively engage in external promotional efforts, elucidating 
the peaceful and cooperative essence of the initiative. This effectively alleviates the concerns of 
Southeast Asian nations regarding China. 

The role of the Southeast Asian Chinese as a "bridge" in the development of China-ASEAN relations 
is particularly crucial. They facilitate mutual understanding and cooperation between China and 
Southeast Asian countries, contributing to a favorable atmosphere for economic, cultural, and 
grassroots exchanges. By actively engaging in both local and transnational activities, the Southeast 
Asian Chinese enhance their visibility and significance in regional affairs. 

Furthermore, the cultural exchanges fostered by the Southeast Asian Chinese community facilitate 
the sharing of values, traditions, and experiences between China and Southeast Asia. Events such as 
cultural festivals, art exhibitions, and educational exchanges organized by the Chinese community in 
Southeast Asia serve as platforms for celebrating Chinese heritage while also promoting mutual 
respect and understanding with local cultures. These interactions enrich the cultural tapestry of the 
region and contribute to building a more interconnected and harmonious society. 

In addition to cultural and economic exchanges, the Southeast Asian Chinese also play a role in 
promoting regional stability and cooperation through dialogue and negotiation. By participating in 
various forums and conferences, they represent the interests of both the Chinese community and the 
broader population, advocating for policies that promote inclusivity and collaboration among 
different ethnic groups. This engagement underscores the importance of collective action in 
addressing shared challenges, thereby strengthening the overall fabric of society in Southeast Asia. 

In summary, the Southeast Asian Chinese community plays a multifaceted role in diplomatic 
interactions between China and Southeast Asia. By acting as cultural ambassadors, advocates for 
peaceful cooperation, and agents of economic development, they contribute significantly to building 
a resilient and collaborative framework for future relations. As they continue to bridge the gap 
between cultures and nations, the Southeast Asian Chinese stand poised to facilitate meaningful 
dialogue and foster lasting partnerships that benefit both their host countries and their ancestral 
homeland. 

4. CONCLUSION: FROM "ECONOMIC ETHNIC GROUP" TO "POLITICAL 
ETHNIC GROUP": FUTURE PROSPECTS FOR SOUTHEAST ASIAN 
CHINESE 

In summary, the role of Southeast Asian Chinese within the current global political and economic 
landscape has gradually shifted from being merely an "economic ethnic group" to that of a "political 
ethnic group." Through generations of effort, they have not only successfully established themselves 
and integrated into mainstream society in their host countries but have also actively participated in 
political activities within a multicultural context, fostering positive interactions with their host nations. 
Looking ahead, as China's international standing continues to rise, the identity recognition among 
Southeast Asian Chinese will become even more resolute, and their political influence will continue 
to grow. They are poised to engage in social governance and regional cooperation in their host 
countries with greater authority, which will not only contribute to the construction of a more stable 
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Southeast Asian society but also provide valuable references for the political development of the 
global Chinese community. 

It is foreseeable that in future developments, the Southeast Asian Chinese community will continue 
to engage more assertively in political life and actively promote deepened political, economic, and 
cultural cooperation between their host countries and China. Southeast Asian Chinese have already 
become a significant component of the ASEAN region, and their development will profoundly impact 
the relationship between China and ASEAN, laying a solid foundation for mutual cooperation and 
win-win outcomes. 
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