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ABSTRACT
With the launching of China’s ambitious Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) in 2013, Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia have been
confronted with both growing business opportunities and
emerging challenges. How do ethnic Chinese businesses and
their associations respond to the BRI, and by extension, a rising
China? How do transnationalism and the nation-states shape their
engagement strategies? What are the implications of the
Southeast Asian experience for an understanding of diaspora
transnationalism? Drawn upon empirical studies conducted in
Singapore, Malaysia and the Philippines, and by examining the
emergence of the new structural characteristics of Chinese
business associations, we argue that these associations have
formed institutionalised transnational interactions with China
through a variety of mechanisms to facilitate cross-border flows
of capital, goods, people, and information. Resultant from various
policies instituted by the Southeast Asian states, this economic
transnationalism has not led to the dilution of the national
identity and political loyalty of ethnic Chinese towards their
respective countries. We conclude that the institutionalised
transnationalism has operated within a ‘dual embeddedness’
structure in which the state is involved as a key network node in
the transnational socio-economic field connecting China and the
region.
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Introduction

There are numerous studies on the important role of diaspora Chinese since China’s
reform and opening-up in 1978, with ethnic Chinese from outside of mainland China
contributing to about 70% of foreign direct investment to China and its international
trade (Peterson 2013; Long and Yiwei 2018; Martínez-Zarzoso and Rudolf 2020). Most
of these studies, however, were based upon data before the launch of the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), which has constituted China’s most significant diplomatic and
economic strategy, covering over 4 billion population in more than 60 nations.
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According to the CIMB ASEAN Research Institute (2018), BRI projects in ASEAN
countries amount to more than US$739 billion, including US$98.5 billion in Malaysia,
US$70.1 billion in Singapore, and US$9.4 billion in the Philippines (Liu 2022a).

While Southeast Asia’s attitudes toward a rising China have been described as ‘fraught
… anguished, and complex’ (Strangio 2020, 5–7), the significant changes brought about
by China and their corresponding socio-economic influences warrant a closer (re)exami-
nation of the Chinese communities in the region, including their new strategies of enga-
ging a more powerful (ancestral) homeland and the role of the state in regulating their
transnationality. Focusing on the response to the BRI by the region’s Chinese business
associations, this article analyses the emerging characteristics of ethnic Chinese transna-
tional networks in the new era.

It has been argued that ‘transnational Asia’ (Liu 2018) has a profound historical and
cultural foundation and a major salient characteristic of Chinese associations in post-war
Southeast Asia has been their transnationality in facilitating the flows of goods, capital
and ideas. The transnational engagement with China and among the diasporas has
played an important part in the globalisation of Southeast Asia. With the world changing
rapidly, China’s rise has developed new patterns amongst the Chinese diaspora transna-
tionals, which is reflected in their diversity, mobility and networks, as described by some
studies of Chinese diasporas in different geographical areas, like Australia, Africa and
Europe (see Gao 2022; Park 2022; Wu 2022 in this issue). In the context of Asia, and
with the BRI’s inception, Chinese diaspora voluntary organisations (especially business
associations) are proactively engaged in building or renewing connections with China.
The large body of existing literature on the BRI tends to focus on geo-politics, infrastruc-
ture, and trade, and it rarely explores the transnational process from a diaspora perspec-
tive. They mainly examine China’s political and economic interests and are concerned
with new (mainland) Chinese capitalism behind the transnational strategy, paying
lesser attention to the role of ethnic Chinese businesses, which are considered only as
one of many related partners in China’s overseas investment projects, rather than as
central foci (Flinta and Zhu 2019; Liow, Liu, and Gong 2021; Liu, Tan, and Lim 2022).
Moreover, while the studies of Chinese associations in Southeast Asia have been under-
taken from multiple perspectives, they are seldom put into the context of the BRI and the
larger ramifications for the Chinese diaspora. Collectively, Southeast Asian Chinese
account for about 80% of diaspora Chinese population in the world. Although their
share of population in the region is only about 4–6%, their contribution to the
region’s economic and trade activities is much larger (Gomez and Hsiao 2013; Priebe
and Rudolf 2015). The integration of ethnicity, business, investment and the political
economy, therefore, will shed new lights to the changing characteristics of not only a
rising China but also the diaspora Chinese.

Focusing on the intersections of Chinese business associations in Southeast Asia and
the BRI, this article employs Singapore, Malaysia and the Philippines as case studies for
three reasons. Firstly, they represent different levels of economic development and
diverse patterns of ethnic relationship, with Singapore as a developed economy, Malaysia
as a middle-income nation and the Philippines being somewhat behind. The Chinese
account for different percentages in the three multi-racial countries, 75%, 26% and
2%, respectively, and the three countries’ Chinese population ranked number 3, 5, and
7, respectively among 130 countries in the world with a sizeable diaspora Chinese
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population (Li and Li 2013). The diverse economic and racial patterns thus afford an illu-
minating picture of the interplay between ethnicity, economy and the state. Secondly, all
three nations have actively engaged with the BRI, from their own nations’ interests,
through serving as a financial and transport hub (Singapore), a site of massive infrastruc-
ture projects (Malaysia), and bilateral trade and investment (the Philippines). The
growing presence of the BRI in these countries, just like in other ASEAN (Association
of Southeast Asian Nations) nations, provides a major platform through which
Chinese business associations interact with the local and Chinese states and reconstruct
ethnic identities. Thirdly, ethnic Chinese in the three countries have well-developed
voluntary organisations, represented mainly by business associations which exerted con-
siderable influence on ethnic Chinese communities (Santasombat 2017). While their
roles continue to evolve and have been subject to the growing power of the nation-
states, business associations remain as a major force in representing ethnic Chinese com-
munities locally as well as between their respective nations and China on issues pertain-
ing to commerce, trade and investment.

This essay addresses the following questions: How have ethnic Chinese business
associations structurally responded to various transnational forces linked with the BRI
in their respective nations and the region? What are the dynamics, patterns and mech-
anisms of transnational networks that these associations have constructed with China
institutionally? What roles have the states (in China and Southeast Asia) played in the
transnational engagement of the diaspora? What implications can be drawn for an
understanding of the entanglement of transnationalism, ethnic and national interests
and the state at a time of China rising?

From a theoretical perspective, this article engages the growing literature on transna-
tionalism and its critique. Since the 1990s transnationalism has become a main paradigm
in migrant studies, such as refugees, immigrant entrepreneurs, migrants’ networks (e.g.
Koser 2007; Ren and Liu 2019). In recent years, the role of immigrant organisations has
received growing attention in transnationalism studies. Scholars have found that immi-
grant transnationalism has been channelled through organisations as a collective force to
contribute to the improvement of the homeland’s economic and social development, or
as an immigrant strategy to enhance their own transnational ability, whether historically
or currently (Portes and Fernández-Kelly 2016; Lamba-Nieves 2018). Immigrant organ-
isational transnational practices vary significantly across particular communities, nation-
alities, countries and ethnic groups (Moya 2005; Mügge 2011; Lampert 2014; Portes and
Fernández-Kelly 2016). However, these studies have concentrated mainly on migrant
organisations in Europe and the United States. Although there are some studies on immi-
grant organisations in an Asian context (e.g. Ren and Liu 2015; Zhou and Liu 2016; San-
tasombat 2017; Zhou 2017), they do not scrutinise the recent political and economic
environments within which a rising China shapes the region in an unprecedented
manner. As Guo (2022) pointed out in this special issue, the new age is changing the
nature of Chinese diasporas, and we need to reimagine and develop new analytical con-
structs for Chinese diasporas transnationalism. Guo characterises new Chinese transna-
tionals in terms of hypermobility, hyperdiversity and hyperconnectivity, in relation to
practices and identities. This article examines the emerging characteristics of organised
transnationalism in the Asian context by developing the concept of institutionalised
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transnationalism as an analytical tool to explore the transnationality of ethnic Chinese
business associations in Southeast Asia.

Institutionalised transnationalism in this study refers to regular and constant cross-
border social and economic practices that have been institutionalised through govern-
mental, business, and societal institutions for the purpose of promoting mutually ben-
eficial agendas. With the BRI’s inroads in Southeast Asia, ethnic Chinese business
associations have been involved in this transnational project thanks in part to their
ethnic and cultural linkages with the (ancestral) homeland. The number of participants
in ASEAN Overseas Chinese Entrepreneur Convention, held in Yunnan province since
2013, increased steadily. By 2019 more than 400 overseas Chinese organisations and
nearly 5000 diaspora Chinese entrepreneurs have established links with Yunnan
(Kunming Daily 2018, 2019). Both Chinese and Southeast Asian governments have
engaged business associations as interlocutors to seize upon opportunities presented
by the BRI, which has, in turn, led to the establishment and strengthening of various
mechanisms and structures.

Existing literature has identified two types of relationships between the state and
transnationalism. One is a passive mode in which states respond to diasporas’ transna-
tional practices, and the other is an active one in which states initiate, maintain and
promote diasporas’ transnational activities. The arrival of Chinese migrants in Australia
and Africa in the last thirty years is a typical manifestation of the state’s involvement in
transnationalism (Gao 2022 and Park 2022 in this issue). These relationships have been
conceptualised variously as state transnationalism, state-led transnationalism or new
modes of transnational governance (Margheritis 2007; Portes, Escobar, and Radford
2007; Weeks and Weeks 2015; Caggiano 2018). An emerging consensus is that states
can and do serve as active instruments to advance the transnationalism agenda within
and beyond their boundaries (Chin and Smith 2015). To distinguish our position from
the above discussions, we emphasise the formation of state-centric transnational
network, highlighting the fact that the Chinese state is not only involved as a dynamic
element in the institutionalised transnationalism, but also enters into transnational net-
works as a connective node and a key player.

Data for this study were collected from multi-sited fieldwork conducted in Singapore,
Kuala Lumpur (KL) in Malaysia, and Manila in the Philippines from May 2018 to June
2019. Singapore, KL and Manila are key political and commercial centres with heavy
ethnic Chinese concentrations. We scrutinise twenty-nine major Chinese business
associations which have been extensively engaged in transnational practices centred
around the BRI. These associations were selected to achieve a sampling of the different
structural types, including 5 federated ones (2 from Singapore, 2 from Malaysia, 1
from the Philippines), 17 regional (4 from Singapore, 5 from Malaysia, 8 from the Phi-
lippine), and 7 newly established (5 from Malaysia, 2 from the Philippine). Apart from
analysing their materials (printed, online, or unpublished), archival and media data,
we also use mixed methods, including in-depth interviews and participatory obser-
vations. The interviewees include associations’ leaders, members, administrators, and
officials from the three countries and China in order to understand their perspectives
on engaging Chinese businesses in the region. There were 31 key informants interviewed,
including 7 from Singapore, 11 fromMalaysia, 10 from the Philippines and 3 from China.
For participant observations, we attended formal events (e.g. BRI commercial
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exhibitions, monthly meetings of the associations, and receptions for Chinese del-
egations) and informal activities (e.g. social gatherings relating to Chinese business).

New structural characteristics of ethnic Chinese business communities

There are three types of Chinese business associations based on their different structures.
One is the federated business associations such as the Singapore Chinese Chamber of
Commerce and Industry (SCCCI), the Federation of Filipino Chinese Chambers of Com-
merce & Industry (FFCCCII), and the Associated Chinese Chambers of Commerce and
Industry of Malaysia (ACCCIM). They are the large umbrella organisations, representing
Chinese business communities in the local society and have tens or hundreds of affiliated
organisational members. The second type of is regional associations, which are named
after the locality where they were set up and spread out nation-wide, such as the Cebu
Fil-Chinese Chamber of Commerce in the Philippines and the Malacca Chinese
Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Malaysia. The third type of associations is
classified by different sectors of commerce and industry, such as the Lumber Merchants
Association in the Philippines, and the Selangor Chinese Engineering Association in
Malaysia. As they are mainly concerned with domestic affairs in a specific industry
rather than transnational engagement, this paper does not include them.

BRI’s inroads into Southeast Asia and the growing opportunities presented by a rising
China have led to three different patterns of responses from the Chinese business com-
munities: the reorganisation of existing business associations, the formation of new BRI-
specific associations, and the creation of new regional business associations (Table 1).

First, business associations set up sub-committees specifically to grab the opportu-
nities afforded by the increasing economic connections with China. The ACCCIM estab-
lished in 2014 the Malaysia-China Economic Trading and Investment Committee,
International Exposition Team and the Task Force on China Investment in Malaysia to
further enhance the mutual relations in trade and investment. As one of the five consti-
tutes chambers of the National Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Malaysia
(NCCIM), the ACCCIM in 2016 founded the Belt and Road Committee in NCCIM to
coordinate BRI-related projects. Similarly, the FFCCCII leadership emphasised that it
could provide consultation services for enterprises from China seeking to invest in the
Philippines, through a planned special committee.

Second, BRI-specific business associations and affiliated agencies were newly estab-
lished to promote and coordinate the BRI projects. These associations consist of local
entrepreneurs who already have investment or intend to invest in China. Its membership
is mostly ethnic Chinese, like the Malaysia China Silk Route Business Chamber
(MCSRBC)and the Malaysia-China Silk Road Entrepreneurs Association (MCSREA),
although some are multi-ethnic. For example, Persatuan Muafakat One Belt One Road
(PMOBOR) was founded in 2016 in Malaysia, with multi-ethnic members including
Malays and Indians. However, two vice presidents and secretary-general are all ethnic
Chinese, who account for half of the committee members (PMOBOR website). The Sin-
gapore Business Federation (SBF), a multi-ethnic business federation but with a majority
Chinese composition in membership and leadership, set up in 2016 a BRI Portal jointly
with the Lianhe Zaobao, an influential Chinese newspaper. The web portal (beltandroad.-
zaobao.com/beltandroad) has Chinese and English versions, providing one-stop business
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service and other information pertaining to the BRI in ASEAN. The Philippine Silk Road
International Chamber of Commerce (PSRICC) was established in 2016 and 90% of its
members are ethnic Chinese. Although these associations were established only recently,
they have developed fast. The MCSRBC membership expanded to about 800 in two years
(Liang 2017).

Third, new modes of regional business organisations have been created in response to
economic interactions between Southeast Asia and specific regions in China. They
included the Singapore Guangdong Enterprise Association (focusing on business links
with Guangdong), and the Malaysian Shamchun Chamber of Commerce (aiming to

Table 1. New structural characteristics of ethnic Chinese business associations.
Patterns of organisational
changes Key characteristics Examples of the associations

Established
year

Reorganisation of existing
business associations

New sub-committees are created by
some well-established business
associations to deal with increasing
business connections with China

Malaysia-China Economic
Trading and Investment
Committee (under the
ACCCIM)

2014

International Exposition Team
(under the ACCCIM)

2014

Task Force on China
Investment in Malaysia
(under the ACCCIM)

2014

The Belt and Road Committee
(under the NCCIM)

2016

New formation of BRI-
specific associations or
affiliated agencies

These associations are formed to
promote and coordinate the BRI
programmes, aiming at providing
advice and seeking business
opportunities for local and mainland
Chinese enterprises.

Malaysia China Silk Route
Business Chamber

2016

Malaysia-China Silk Road
Entrepreneurs Association

2016

Persatuan Muafakat One Belt
One Road

2016

The Philippine Silk Road
International Chamber of
Commerce

2016

A BRI portal (under the SCCCI
and Lianhe Zaobao)

2016

Creation of new business
associations

These new assocaitions are named with
a locality in China and their members
are mostly made up of entrepreneurs
who originate from, or have business
relationships with, the specific
locations in China.

Malaysia Shandong
Community

2013

Malaysia-Foshan Chamber of
Commerce

2016

Malaysia Nan’an Chamber of
Commerce

2016

Malaysia Xiamen Chamber of
Commerce

2017

Malaysia Shamchun Chamber
of Commerce

2018

Philippine Jinjiang Chamber of
Commerce

2015

Philippine Xiamen Chamber of
Commerce

2015

Philippine Chaoshan Chamber
of Commerce

2017

Philippine Hunan Chamber of
Commerce

2017

Philippine Hubei Chamber of
Commerce

2018

Singapore Jinshang Business
Club

2013

Singapore Guangdong
Enterprise Association

2014

Source: Authors’ compilation based upon internal and public data of concerned associations.
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promote the relationship betweenMalaysia and Shenzhen). These associations are mostly
made up of entrepreneurs originating from, or having business ties with, specific regions
in China.

Since the 1980s a large number of new Chinese immigrants have come to Southeast
Asia. Coming from places that are different from the older generation of immigrants,
they established their own business associations to tap on rising opportunities from com-
mercial linkages between the host countries and their places of origin. They are usually
named after the provinces they originate from, such as the Malaysia Shandong Commu-
nity, Philippine Hunan Chamber of Commerce, and Singapore Jin Business Club (Jin refers
to Shanxi province).

Chinese business associations have been shaped by their leadership in terms of
business concentrations, socio-political backgrounds, and global exposure. Ong Tee
Keat, the MCSRBC’s founder and director of several companies, served as Malaysia’s
Transport Minister and Deputy Parliament Speaker. The founding of MCSRBC is attrib-
uted to Ong’s background in business and politics as well as his transnational vision and
activities. According to him, ‘To establish the organisation, it took me one year and a
half to do the preparations, including recruiting members and liaising with China’. Simi-
larly, Teo Siong Seng, the SBF chairman from 2014 to 2020, is the Managing Director of
Pacific International Lines, whose business is across Asia, Europe, the Americas, and
Africa. He is an honorary president of the SCCCI and served as a Nominated
Member of Parliament of Singapore. Teo’s global entrepreneurial exposure and local
political experience facilitated the launch of the joint BRI portal and BRI-related activi-
ties such as BRI forums and regular surveys on economic opportunities brought about
by China.

The emergence of the new structural characteristics demonstrates the increasing inter-
actions between ethnic Chinese business communities and China. While traditional
associations were reinvigorated with the new dynamics, the creation of business associ-
ations contributed to the organisational restructuring of the Chinese communities. Col-
lectively, they form the backbone of organised transnational networks that transcend the
national boundaries.

Dynamics of organised transnational networks

Diaspora business associations’ deepened interaction with China has been driven by his-
torical and current transnational forces in the macro context, including their extensive
linkages, and growing economic relations between China and ASEAN (both as a collec-
tive entity and individual members). Furthermore, the pull and push factors exerted by
the states of China and Southeast Asia constitute another vital driving force behind the
emergent transnational networks.

The macro context

Extensive social and business networks between Southeast Asian Chinese business
associations and China emerged after the late nineteenth century, when the Qing
dynasty began courting wealthy overseas Chinese for support, leading to the establish-
ment of business associations such as the SCCCI. After China’s reform and opening-
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up in 1978, business associations in Southeast Asia were among the first organisations to
restore contacts with China. These long-standing socio-economic linkages served as a
foundation for the present networks (Liu 1998; Li and Chan 2018).

Growing China-ASEAN trade, economic and social ties have deepened significantly
since the commencement of the ASEAN-China Dialogue Relations in 1991. The for-
mation of the China–ASEAN Free Trade Area in 2010 created an economic entity
with a combined GDP of $6.6 trillion, 1.9 billion people and a total trade of $4.3 trillion.
By 2020 China had become the largest trading partner of ASEAN for eleven consecutive
years, while ASEAN replaced the EU to become China’s largest trade partner since early
2020 (State Council of the PRC 2020). Chinese FDI to ASEAN countries doubled
between 2013 and 2018, to $14 billion (Liu 2022a). Against this backdrop, multi-
layered transnational flows of capital, goods, ideas and people have increased in both
pace and intensity through governmental and societal institutionalised channels, such
as the China-ASEAN Exposition and the China-Southeast Asia High-Level People-to-
People Dialogue.

The intra-regional connectivity, the core of the BRI, has been further facilitated by
technological and transportation advancement. There were about 600 weekly commer-
cial flights between Singapore and different cities in China prior to the outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic, while the Philippine Airlines increased the number of flights to
more than 120 weekly between Manila and major Chinese cities such as Beijing, Shang-
hai, and Xiamen.

Enter the state

One of the main criticisms against transnationalism is that its neglection of the state (e.g.
Waldinger 2015). Our case demonstrates that the state has indeed played a significant
part in shaping the operations and outcomes of institutionalised transnationalism, and
in this process, the state has deeply and structurally connected with the diaspora net-
works as the ‘networked state’ (Liu 2018; Liu, Fan, and Lim 2021).

The states in China and Southeast Asia, respectively, have their own agendas and
interests in engaging transnationalism. On the part of China, diaspora is considered as
an asset in promoting economic globalisation (such as FDI and businesses going
abroad, embodied by the BRI) and enhancing the country’s political ambitions (the revi-
talisation of the Chinese nation and territory unification). Chinese President Xi Jinping
spoke on various occasions that diaspora Chinese have advantages in capital, technol-
ogies, and local networks, allowing them to contribute to cooperation between China
and foreign countries (ACFROC 2018). The ‘Action Plan for the Belt and Road Initiat-
ive’, prepared jointly by the National Commission for Development and Reform, Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce, underscored the need to ‘leverage the
unique role of overseas Chinese and the Hong Kong and Macao Special Administrative
Regions, and encourage them to participate in and contribute to the BRI’ (State Council
of the PRC 2015).

The Southeast Asian governments supported their ethnic Chinese business commu-
nities’ economic linkages with China to advance their own national interests. The Malay-
sian politicians (especially during the premiership of Najib Razak from 2009 to 2018)
indicated that the Chinese business community and its organisations were irreplaceable

880 N. REN AND H. LIU



partners and could help boost bilateral trade. Rodrigo Duterte, the president of the Phi-
lippines, praised Chinese business associations for their support in taxation, anti-drugs,
and employment and commended Chinese associations for forging stronger economic
ties between the Philippines and the neighbouring countries (Philippine Chaoshan
Chamber of Commerce 2017). In launching the Global Hua Yuan Collaborative
Network organised in 2016 by a new migrant association, Minister Chan Chun Sing
applauded that ‘such networks by Chinese community groups can play a new role in con-
necting Singapore with the rest of the world’ (Leong 2016).

Besides such public endorsements, the states facilitated the institutionalisation of
transnational networks. The Chinese government established new platforms to help
ethnic Chinese’s participation in the BRI frameworks. The central government has
organised the biennial Global Overseas Chinese Industrial and Commercial Convention
(GOCICC) since 2015. The two previous events were attended by some 1000 partici-
pants, representing hundreds of overseas Chinese business and professional organis-
ations from more than 100 countries. In 2017 two online platforms, the Overseas
Chinese and BRI Information Releasing Platform (OCBIRP) and the Website for the
Coordination of BRI Overseas Chinese Entrepreneurial Organizations (WCBOCER),
were set up for diaspora Chinese entrepreneurs, involving more than 270 entrepreneurial
organisations (WCBOCER 2020).

The Southeast Asian states’ promotion of local Chinese interaction with China
through the BRI has been driven by their own agendas of taking advantage of economic
opportunities presented by a rising China. Malaysia was one of the first countries to par-
ticipate in the BRI framework in which the volumes of bilateral trade had exceeded US$
100 billion (Bai 2019). The then Prime Minister Mahathir stated in 2019 that he was ‘fully
in support of the Belt and Road Initiative’ and hoped that Malaysia ‘will benefit from the
project’, while calling for ‘longer, bigger’ trains to bridge the distance between the East
and the West (Liu 2022b). The Philippines signed in 2017 the Six-Year Development
Program to boost trade with and investment from China (The Philippine Star 2017).
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong emphasised in 2018 that Singapore is an ‘early and
strong supporter’ of the BRI (Cheong 2018). The government has established a set of
effective institutions and mechanisms in connecting Singapore and China under the
BRI fabrics which include both government agencies, the private sector, and business
associations (Liu, Fan, and Lim 2021).

The Chinese governments dispatched a large number of delegations to strengthen lin-
kages with diaspora business communities. According to the SCCCI’s annual reports, it
received 116 Chinese delegations between 2015 and 2018. In the same period the
ACCCIM hosted 125 overseas visitors and delegations, of which more than half were
from China (ACCCIM 2018). The Malaysia-Foshan Chamber of Commerce was
founded in 2016 with sponsorship by the Foshan government in Guangdong, which
appointed a local contact for the association’s set-up. It is tasked with assisting Foshan
enterprises in handling government-related matters concerning inbound investment to
Malaysia, such as company registration, business licensing, import and export approval
documents (Malaysia-Foshan Chamber of Commerce 2016). Duterte included represen-
tatives of Chinese business associations in his entourage in his China state visit, which
was also the case of Najib’s China visits on a number of occasions.
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Whilst being supportive of the local-Chinese’ interactions with China, the Southeast
Asian states have taken various steps to ensure that their engagement is confined to
the economic arena and not at the expenses of their national identity. As Lee Hsien
Loong wrote in the Foreign Affairs in June 2020, the existence of a significant number
of ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia is a politically sensitive issue, especially for Singapore:

Singapore is the only Southeast Asian country whose multiracial population is majority
ethnic Chinese. In fact, it is the only sovereign state in the world with such demographics
other than China itself. But Singapore has made enormous efforts to build a multiracial
national identity and not a Chinese one. And it has also been extremely careful to avoid
doing anything that could be misperceived as allowing itself to be used as a cat’s-paw by
China. (Lee 2020)

The then Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean highlighted in 2018 the role of Sin-
gapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations (SFCCA), a consortium of more than
300 locality/kinship/business associations, to be an important bridge for Singapore:
“first, a bridge between our people; second, a bridge between new and old; and third,
a bridge between countries [i.e., for ‘a deep understanding of China and maintains
many connections and networks in China’] (Teo 2018). In the 2019 National Day
Rally, Lee Hsien Loong said that while having a shared culture helps foster good relations
between Singapore and China, ‘even as we engage and cooperate with each other, we
should always remember that we are Singaporean. We have our own history and
culture, and also our own perspectives and political stands on current affairs” (Lai 2019).

Chinese associations have taken actions to solidify their national identity. Between
2015 and 2018 the ACCCIM participated in 334 government consultation meetings,
signing 35 MOUs with state agencies, submitting 63 proposals and 10 reports to the gov-
ernment (ACCCIM 2018). Disputing the allegations by a US-funded Think Tank on
China’s political influences among voluntary associations in Singapore, the SFCCA Pre-
sident Tan Aik Hock stressed that his organisation had taken various measures to
strengthen national identity and moved away from being influenced politically by exter-
nal sources (Lianhe Zaobao 2019). Responding to the government’s call to better inte-
grate newcomers into the nation’ social fabric, the SFFCA set up a new Chinese
Cultural Centre with an aim ‘to integrate newcomers to Singapore and showcase the
local Chinese identity’. At the opening of the $110 million, 11-storey centre in 2017,
the then SFCCA president Chua Thian Poh said that some Chinese values transcend
race, and ‘act as pillars of support for racial harmony and social stability’ in multi-
racial Singapore (Sim 2017). According to Carmelea Ang See, managing director of
the Kaisa Heritage Foundation in the Philippines, ‘Southeast Asian Chinese are citizens
of their countries first, Southeast Asians second, Chinese third’ (Strangio 2020, 269–270).

Driven by their own profit-seeking interests in a growing market, Southeast Asian
Chinese have engaged with China through various institutional mechanisms. The
entry of the states into the transnational arena and their overall supportive (albert cau-
tious) policies have strengthened business associations’ networks with China. Reinfor-
cing our earlier studies on ‘dual embeddedness’ in which local political integration
and business transnationalism have been simultaneously pursued by diaspora Chinese
associations (Ren and Liu 2015), business associations’ engagement with China in
taking advantage of the BRI opportunities has not led to the dilution of national identity
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with Southeast Asia. Apart from the fact that majority of Southeast Asian Chinese are
local born citizens who have well-entrenched political identification with their nations,
the networked states, which have structurally connected with the diaspora networks to
enhance national agendas, have played a significant role in the making of dual embedd-
edness and undivided national identity.

Patterns of state-centric transnational networks

There are two layers in the state-centric transnational network that connect ethnic
Chinese business communities in Southeast Asia with the Chinese state. In terms of ver-
tical representation, the top layer of the network is built in partnership with the central
governmental agencies, such as China Overseas Exchange Association (COEA), All-China
Federation of Industry and Commerce (ACFIC), China Council for the Promotion of Inter-
national Trade (CCPIT), Overseas Chinese Affairs Office of the State Council (OCAO,
which has been incorporated into the United Front Work Department of CPC Central
Committee since 2018), and All-China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese
(ACFROC). In this layer of the network, the larger federated associations such as the
SCCCI, FFCCCII, and ACCCIM are the most active players from Southeast Asia in med-
iating links are.

As the largest business organisation in Singapore, the SCCCI was regarded as one of
the undisputed leaders in the Chinese community before independence in 1965 (Liu
1998). Presently it has 156 organisational members, which account for nearly half of
the total 300 business associations in Singapore. The FFCCCII was founded in 1954
and has 155 member organisations from 14 regions, representing Chinese companies,
entrepreneurs, and business associations in the Philippines. Founded in 1921, the
ACCCIM is similarly the oldest and largest national organisation of Chinese chambers
of commerce and industry in Malaysia, with 17 constituent chambers located in 13
states and over 100,000 members.

Endowed with substantial historical capital, economic resources, and organisational
capacity, these federated or central associations have not only served as effective interme-
diaries to communicate with the local governments in representing the voices of Chinese
merchants but have collected and disseminated information from international counter-
parts. In the business community’s interaction with the Chinese central government,
these associations act as the prioritised interlocutors.

Beneath the top-layer network which typically involves a small number of the feder-
ated pinnacle organisations, the next layer is formed with the local government agencies
in China by a large number of associations, displaying two major structures in its
operation.

The ‘axis-spoke’ pattern (Figure 1) denotes the mode whereby the associations (‘axis’)
build self-centric transnational networks with multiple local government agencies from
different provinces (the ‘spokes’), with the federated associations and newly established
associations serving as the main actors. The axis-spoke network pattern has flourished
largely because of the BRI’s advancement in Southeast Asia. China’s ‘going-out’ policy
has pushed more local government agencies to overseas to build connections with dia-
spora Chinese, which dovetails with Chinese business-people’s search for economic
opportunities.
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The ‘axis-spoke’ pattern of the network is reflective by the ACCCIM and Malaysia-
China Chamber of Commerce (MCCC)’s activities. From 2015 to 2018, ACCCIM
received 125 foreign delegations, and about 70% are from China (mostly local govern-
ments). It organised 56 overseas business trips, with more than half going to different
cities in China (ACCCIM 2018). In the same period, the MCCC received more than
20 Chinese delegations per month (MCCC 2015). Newly established associations actively
participate in building networks with the Chinese governments too. The MCSRBC
visited more than 10 provinces since its founding and set up branches in cities and pro-
vinces (Liang 2017).

The other network pattern is a linear model, in which the network is built in a one-to-
one structure, with one association directing at a specific local Chinese government
entity. Regional associations play an important part in this pattern constructed
between associations and the relevant regions in China. The Chinese Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor signed a MOU with the Economy,

Figure 1. A ‘axis-spoke’ pattern of ethnic Chinese organisational transnational networks.

884 N. REN AND H. LIU



Trade and Information Commission of Shenzhen municipality in 2016, while theMalay-
sia Shandong Community provides business services for Shandong enterprises doing
business in Malaysia and other ASEAN countries. The Malaysia Shandong Community
signed in 2018 an agreement with the Shandong provincial government, assisting the
latter to set up an overseas liaison office to recruit overseas Chinese professionals.

In short, Chinese business associations in Southeast Asia vertically construct multi-
layered state-centric transnational networks in different patterns, and the Chinese gov-
ernments from central to local constitute the key network nodes. Through such institu-
tionalised network, different types of business associations identify their respective
counterparts, thus enhancing their transnational practices.

Transnational mechanisms

Under the fabrics of the BRI, Chinese business associations in Southeast Asia have estab-
lished different patterns of networks with China. Four major mechanisms have emerged
in this process, including entering into MOU agreements, building regular commercial
and trading platforms, establishing collaborative mechanisms, and publishing and circu-
lating materials on business information.

Entering into cooperative MOUs or agreements is a common mechanism in the initial
stage of networking. The MOU typically states the specific measures that the two parties
will undertake in the partnership, such as establishing communication platforms,
exchanging trade information, and holding regular joint activities. Expectantly, the
larger federated associations are usually the ones that sign the most MOUs with the
Chinese governmental and commercial agencies. As of June 2018, the ACCCIM had
signed 75 cooperation agreements, and more than half of them were with partners
from China. The SCCCI signed MOUs with various organisations from Chongqing,
Shanghai, Beijing and other Chinese cities between 2015 and 2019.

Chinese business associations built regular commercial and trading platforms in the
form of commercial exhibitions, investment conventions, business investigations, econ-
omic forums and overseas workshops. Table 2 lists samples of major commercial plat-
forms organised by business associations in Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore in
recent years.

Some platforms consist of multiple formats of activities. As one of most comprehen-
sive business platforms in Southeast Asia, the Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference
(MCEC) originates from the ASEAN-CHINA partnership forum held in 2002. After
nine years of preparation, the MCCC developed it into an annual event. The MCEC
started in 2011 and has been held eight times (since 2014 by the MCCC and China alter-
nately). By 2019, the MCEC had been held in China for three times, in Xiamen (2014),
Chengdu (2016) and Nanjing (2018), co-organised by the local provincial and municipal
agencies, including the Chamber of Commerce for Import and Export, Department of
Commerce, and Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese. The number of attendants
ranged from 500 to 1500 each time. The conference has been organised into multiple
forms, including commercial exhibitions and economic forums. One of the highlights
has been business matching sessions, which ‘aim to combine China’s technology and
capital with Malaysia’s geographical advantages, resources and talents to create greater
and more sustainable economic benefits’ (MCCC 2018, 14). At the fifth conference in
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Table 2. Samples of the commercial and trading platforms organised by ethnic Chinese business
associations.

Year
Organiser or Co-

organiser Trade and investment conference Location

2011 MCCC The 1st Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) KL, Malaysia
2012 MCCC The 2nd Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) KL, Malaysia
2013 MCCC The 3rd Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) KL, Malaysia
2014 MCCC The 4th Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) Xiamen, China
2015 MCCC The 5th Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) KL, Malaysia
2016 MCCC The 6th Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) Chengdu, China
2017 MCCC The 7th Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) KL, Malaysia
2018 MCCC The 8th Malaysia-China Entrepreneur Conference (MCEC) Nanjing, China
2015 ACCCIM China (Guangdong)-Malaysia Economic and Trade Cooperation

Conference
KL, Malaysia

2016 KLSCCCI China (Shenzhen)-Malaysia (Kuala Lumpur) Economic and
Trade Cooperation Conference

KL, Malaysia

2016 SCCCI China (Shaoxing)-Singapore Service Industry Investment
Confernece

Singapore

2017 SCCCI China (Hainan)-Singapore Economic and Trade Cooperation
Conference

Singapore

2017 FFCCCII China-Philippine Investment and Cooperation Conference Manila, the Philippines
2018 FFCCCII China⍰Shandong)- Philippine Investment and Cooperation

Conference
Manila, the Philippines

2019 SCCCI Sino-Singapore Wuxi indurtry Promotion Convention Singapore

Year
Organiser or Co-

organiser Business matching convention Location

2015 ACCCIM The Economic Conference and Business Matching KL, Malaysia
2016 Johor ACCCIM Malaysia-China Building Meterials and Investment Business

Matching
Johor, Malaysia

2017 SCCCI China (Heilongjiang)-Singapore Business Matching Conference Singapore
2018 ACCCIM Malaysia-China SMEs Business Matching Conference KL, Malaysia

Year
Organiser or Co-

organiser Business Forum or seminar Location

2016 ACCCIM Belt and Road Initiatives: Malaysia-China Business Dialogue KL, Malaysia
2016 ACCCIM China – Malaysia Business Forum on Investment and Trade KL, Malaysia
2017 SCCCI Singapore-Sino Business Forum Singapore
2017 SCCCI China (Beijing)-Singapore Investment Forum Singapore
2018 SCCCI Singapore-Sino Business Forum Singapore
2018 SCCCI Sino-Singapore Nanjing Eco Hi-tech Island Investment

Promotion Seminar
Singapore

2018 FFCCCII China (Xiamen)-Philippine business seminar Manila, the Philippines

Year
Organiser or Co-

organiser Commercial Exhibition Location

2017 SCCCI Singapore-China International Consumer Electronics and
Homeware Show

Singapore

2018 SCCCI Singapore-China International Consumer Electronics and
Homeware Show

Singapore

Year
Organiser or Co-

organiser Overseas Market Workshop (Topics) Location

2017 SCCCI Trends of Smart Industry in China-The Development of IoT Shenzhen, China
2017 SCCCI Development Strategies and New Mindsets of the China Food

Catering Industry
Guangzhou and
Shenzhen, China

2017 SCCCI Catching the Next Wave of China e-Commerce Revolution-
Community e-Commerce

Beijing, China

2017 SCCCI Megatrends, Mindsets and Markets of the New China Economy Shanghai, China
2018 SCCCI Tapping into Opportunities from Economic Development of

Western China
Chongqing, China

2018 SCCCI Digital Transformation: Trends in China’s Blockchain
Technology and Applications

Hangzhou, China

2018 SCCCI New Era, New Mindset and New Milestone for the New China
Economy

Shanghai, ChIna

(Continued )
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2015, contracts valuing more than US$2.3 million were signed, and the amount was
increased to more than US$10 million in the subsequent conference (MCCC 2016;
2017). ‘Through eight years of development, the MCEC has become a famous brand
of the MCCC and an important institutionalised platform for the enterprises from
both Malaysia and China to build networks to develop new trade and investment oppor-
tunities’, MCCC vice president told us. The growing importance of technology in the col-
laboration not only reflects the new emphasis on the Digital Silk Road after 2019, but the
intention of the Malaysian (Chinese) businesspeople in working with China in this area.
Said Malaysia-China Business Council Chairman Tan Kok Wai,

China has made tremendous progress on new and pioneering technologies where we can
learn so much from, especially when we are formulating plans to move forward to meet
the challenges of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and China will be an important
partner to help us achieve the goal. (cited in Liu 2022b)

Some platforms focus only on specific activities, such as commercial exhibitions,
business forums or workshops. Since 2017 the SCCCI and the Singapore government
agencies have jointly organised a series of overseas market workshops and customised
training courses for Singaporean enterprises and professionals. ‘These workshops are
intended to provide a deeper understanding of the overseas markets, particularly in
China, and to obtain specialised market knowledge, establish networks, and help their
companies in their internationalisation efforts’ (SCCCI 2017, 61). The 11 overseas work-
shops in 2017 and 2018 covered topics such as the trends of smart industry, the develop-
ment of the food catering industry, and the mindsets of the new Chinese economy. These
workshops usually last one week and are held in different cities, including Shenzhen,
Guangzhou, Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing and Qingdao. The workshop participants
were arranged to visit local key enterprises and meet with local entrepreneurs and
officials.

Establishing transnational collaborative mechanisms is another channel to facilitate
Chinese associations’ interactions with China. In 2015 the ACCCIM set up joint
working platforms with the Department of Commerce of Guangdong Province to co-
organise annual key projects relating to the BRI (ACCCIM 2015). The MCCC has
been appointed since 2014 as the Guangdong Tourism Cooperation and Promotion
Centre in Malaysia and by the Chengdu Overseas Exchange Association as its Overseas
Liaison Office. Similarly, the Singapore Tianfu Business Association cooperates with the
Chengdu municipal government to function as its Singapore representative office. In
the meantime, the SCCCI set up overseas representative offices in Shanghai (in 2012)
and in Chongqing (in 2017) for the purposes of assisting Singaporean companies in
China while attracting Chinese companies to venture into Southeast Asia through Singa-
pore. In 2018 the Shanghai representative office provided consultancy services to 352

Table 2. Continued.

Year
Organiser or Co-

organiser Trade and investment conference Location

2018 SCCCI Growth prospects and Opportunities in China’s Green Food,
Wellness and Eldercare Industries

Kunming, China

2018 SCCCI Modern Service: China’s Most Promising New Opportunities Qingdao, China

Source: Authors’ compilation based upon various internal and public data of the concerned associations.
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Singaporean companies and organised 10 forums, seminars and networking events in
Singapore and China, with a total of 1281 Singaporean companies participated in
them (SCCCI 2018).

Transnational flow of information is an integral component of institutionalised trans-
nationalism. Some larger and well-financed associations build information networks by
publishing and circulating business information, such as the Chinese Enterprise published
by the SCCCI, Federation Today by the FFCCCII, andACCCIMBulletin by the ACCCIM,
andMalaysia-China Business Magazine by the MCCC. All these periodicals are bilingual
(Chinese and English) and published 4–6 issues annually. Pertaining to the contents, every
publication has its own focus and readership.Chinese Enterprise focuses on economic and
trade topics such as the local and regional economy, business information, and new gov-
ernment regulations. Besides the chambers’members, the publications are distributed to
government departments, local business organisations, and foreign embassies in Singa-
pore. Since 2015 themagazine has been available online, contributing further to the circu-
lation of business intelligence overseas, especially in Greater China.

As the only magazine in Malaysia that concentrates on Malaysia-China economic
cooperation, theMalaysia-China Business Magazine’s contents have developed from cov-
ering only the Association’s activities in the early days to an inclusive magazine pertain-
ing to bilateral trade, investment, manufacturing, finance, agriculture, tourism and legal
consultation. An interviewee told us, ‘the magazine is free to give out and mainly circu-
lates in Malaysia and China. Each issue of the magazine has 20,000 copies and about 25%
of them are distributed in China, mainly for the government agencies and industrial and
commercial organisations’.

Through the above four major mechanisms centred in ethnic Chinese business associ-
ations, which supplement the government-to-government collaboration on the BRI (e.g.
Liu, Tan, and Lim 2022), the states from China and Southeast Asia have played an active
role as initiator, partner or collaborator in the making of the associations’ transnational
networks, which form the core of the institutionalised state-centric transnationalism.
This transnationalism is state-centric, also because the Southeast Asian governments
have taken various policy measures to ensure their ethnic Chinese citizens’ political
loyalty and national identity firmly rest with the countries of their residence, not their
(ancestral) homeland.

Conclusion

Since the BRI’s launch in 2013, Chinese business associations in Southeast Asia have
strived to tap on the huge economic opportunities by engaging with respective govern-
mental agencies in China through establishing, renewing, or enhancing transnational
networks. They have played a prominent role due to their historical capital and continu-
ing economic influences, thus facilitating the dynamic emergence of new structural
characteristics to accommodate the growing economic opportunities. Not only have tra-
ditional organisations been revitalised, but also have more business associations been
newly created. A rising China and the BRI serve as a conducive external impetus for
internal restructuring of ethnic Chinese organisations, highlighting the interconnected-
ness between the transnational and national.
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These associations have constructed intensive and institutionalised transnationalism
through a series of mechanisms. Driven by their respective national agendas but also
seeking to maximise the mutual interests, the states in ASEAN and China have played
significant roles in facilitating the development of transnational linkages. The networked
states have not only acted as initiators and promoters of ethnic Chinese associations’
transnationalism, but the Chinese governments have entered into the structure of the
transnational networks as connective nodes.

Our analysis furthers the existing discussion on the relationship between the state and
transnationalism and demonstrates their structural interdependence, in which not only
can states coordinate in tandem with ethnic transnational forces, but also integrate
into the transnational process through the adjustment of states’ roles in globalisation.
The new data in the context of the BRI presented in this paper also reinforce our
earlier argument that Chinese diaspora transnationalism has operated within a ‘dual
embeddedness’ structure in which the state is involved in the transnational field with dia-
sporic organisations serving as a bridge between individual migrants and state actors in
transnational practices and integration processes (Ren and Liu 2015; Zhou and Liu 2016;
Liu 2018). Collectively, these studies point to the indispensable roles of institutionalised
transnationalism and networked states in a new understanding of the changing dynamics
of global diaspora and their linkages with the (ancestral) homeland.

Furthermore, a risingChina has significant ramifications for the ethnic andnational iden-
tities of Southeast Asian Chinese. Economic transnationalism does reinforce ethnic Chinese
cultural affinity to China and may lead to fluid identity, thus amplifying ethnic elements in
the national political economy. This in turn presents ethnic Chinese in the region with
complex challenges, such as how to balance their political identity with ethnic identity
(e.g. Liu 2016; Ching 2016; Strangio 2020). How they perform a (precarious) balancing
act between transnational engagement and national identity is another key issue worthy
of further explorations. Our essay emphasises that business associations have formed insti-
tutionalised transnational interaction with China by way of cross-border flowing of people,
goods, capital, information and practices. In the meantime, we argue that these associations
are keenly aware of the divide – however blurring it might be–between economic connec-
tions with China as a huge market and the political loyalty to their respective countries
where they were born or had been naturalised. This positioning has been further strength-
ened by the respective governments’ effort in buttressing their citizens’ undivided political
identity. There is no evidence showing that national identity has been compromised for
economic gains, though this cannot be taken for granted as a fixed modality.

In the final analysis, ethnic Chinese business associations have constructedmulti-layered
and diverse transnational networks over the past years. They have served as an intermedium
to bridge the Southeast Asian region with China in trade and investment activities. The for-
mation of institutionalised transnationalism, therefore, calls for a more comprehensive and
nuancedunderstandingof the entanglement ofChinese ethnicity, state and transnationalism
at a time of China rising and emerging new regional order withinwhich diaspora is an indis-
pensable force with their own aspirations, identities and agendas.
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