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Malaysian Chinese have been an essential part of Malaysian society for centuries, playing a key economic role and being an active party in Malaysian politics. Throughout most of their existence, these groups have also managed to stay connected with China through the bamboo network, a string of connections that China has sought to revitalize in the last decades. This paper explores the impact of Malaysia-Chinese on China-Malaysia relations, demonstrating how these groups have profoundly shaped these relations. The study revolves around three essential factors governing the Malaysian Chinese and their interactions within this framework. First, we explore the internal dynamics of the relationship between Malaysian Chinese groups and their host societies, notably driven by ethnic tensions and economic development. Second, we analyze China's initiatives toward connecting with Malaysian Chinese groups, evaluating their scope and motivations. Third, we scrutinize contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations and key interaction points that Malaysian Chinese groups have highly impacted. This analysis contributes to a generally understudied relationship between Chinese ethnicity and foreign policy in Southeast Asia, whose impact has deeply marked the state's strategies and foreign policies.
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Introduction

Since 2022, and the election of Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, Sino-Malaysian relations have gone through a deepening, with Anwar recurringly stating the strategic importance of having strong relations with China (Daniels, 2025). This has resulted in a record number of Memorandum of Understanding (Mou) signings and investment between both countries, and as recently as April 2025, during Xi Jinping's visit to Malaysia, a joint statement was issued explicating the desire to take these relations to new levels (Bernama, 2023a; MOFA PRC, 2025). Albeit the process of deepening relations with Malaysia has been ongoing since the 1990s, when China reapproached the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) states, utilizing ASEAN's multilateralism as the basis of this reconnection (Goh, 2018; Shambaugh, 2021). From Malaysia's side, being situated in the middle of a great power competition, its relation with China was the result of a hedging strategy, which persists as Putrajaya's main relation mechanism with China (Gerstl, 2022; Kuik, 2016).

In International Relations (IR), hedging occurs when a smaller state adopts a stability-seeking behavior, opting not to commit firmly to one dominant power bloc. Instead, the state in question seeks to develop relations vis-à-vis multiple powers simultaneously, aiming at diversifying risks and benefits, whilst ensuring its autonomy and optionality in a multilateralism-based strategy (Jackson, 2014; Johnston and Ross, 1999; Korolev, 2019). However, the definition of hedging is also a target of an extensive debate, with no single strict framework for the variations in hedging behavior for different states and regional realities (Ciorciari, 2019; Koga, 2018).

Regarding Southeast Asian states, studies tend to focus on China, whilst attempting to develop a suitable framework highlight the importance of taking into consideration the specific reality of ASEAN institutions and the domestic affairs of its states for the definition and development of a state's hedging strategy (Haacke, 2019; Jones and Jenne, 2022; Kuik, 2022). This latter point is particularly noticeable in studies analyzing Malaysia's relations China, where authors converge on the importance of domestic affairs and domestic agents in the decision-making process of Malaysia's foreign policy toward China, with Putrajaya's hedging strategy appearing to be rooted in domestic issues (Kuik, 2021; Kuik and Jamil, 2025; Lai et al., 2023). In fact, going further into the aspects of hedging in Malaysia and its domestic agency, we can observe that domestic legitimation is a constant factor in defining Malaysia's relations with China. Prominent academic literature has identified that Malaysia's hedging vis-à-vis China is mainly determined by legitimation efforts carried out by ruling elites, where they seek to strike a balance between the economic benefits, both to Malaysia and to themselves, stemming from a relation with China and the possible risks it has on a multi-ethnic society (Kuik, 2021). This has led academics to view Malaysia's hedging toward China as dually marked by deterrence and deference, especially in in face of the rising autonomy risks stemming from China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), being a necessary approach for a small state's survival (Kuik and Lai, 2023; Lai et al., 2023). In essence, Malaysia's hedging should be observed as a multi-layered and multi-domain approach, marked by various levels of engagement, deeply influenced by the imperative to maintain domestic legitimation. In the specific case of Malaysia, domestic legitimation is determined by the elite's need to enhance their political domination in accordance with the foundations of their authority, which in this case is the careful balancing of ethnic relations, especially in economic engagements which might disproportionately favor Malaysian Chinese (Kuik, 2024). This further adds to the importance of studying factors that determine domestic agency in Malaysia, when analyzing Sino-Malaysian relations, with the Malaysian Chinese arising as one of these relevant factors.

This article examines the characteristics of domestic agency in Sino-Malaysian relations, through a focus on the role and impact of Malaysian Chinese on the aforementioned relations. Originating in 10th-century migratory movements, Malaysian Chinese have established themselves as economically dominant elites who have played crucial roles in the inception of contemporary Malaysian society, despite only representing 23% of the total population (Halim et al., 2024; Ministry of Economy Malaysia, 2023a; Yen, 2008). Malaysian Chinese have also been an active part of the bamboo network, the informal network connecting Chinese business and groups throughout Southeast Asia, demonstrating a long record of business dealings with China (Tan et al., 2024; Tze-Ken et al., 2018).

Therefore, we deem important the study of the relationship between Malaysian Chinese and foreign policy, given the previous points. Malaysia's current adaptable hedging strategy opens the premise for the study of non-traditional views on foreign policy, such as through the lenses of ethnicity or a specific ethnic group. Concurrently, the longstanding reality of Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia, as well as of other ethnic Chinese groups in the rest of Southeast Asia, alongside their established societal role, raises the importance of studying these groups from varying perspectives. In addition, contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations are quite relevant for the current foreign policy and strategy of both countries. Studying the shared commonality of ethnicity, and how Malaysian Chinese and the bamboo network can impact these relations, offers a unique perspective for the study of contemporary IR, beyond the traditional framework of state relations.

As the next section of this study will demonstrate, we will bring together longstanding studies on the role of ethnicity and foreign policy, and studies on the unique cultural reality and modus operandi of ethnic Chinese and the bamboo network, to develop an effective analytical framework for this study. We aim to contribute to the field of ethnic Chinese studies by presenting a unique framework and analysis for the assessment of the impact of Malaysian Chinese groups in Sino-Malaysian relations. Our contribution further aims to advance the current knowledge of the relations of the bamboo network and China's current strategy toward Southeast Asia, spearheaded by the BRI.

As such, this study argues that Malaysian Chinese have played an influential role in Sino-Malaysian relations, by leveraging their economic power, network connections and elite status amidst Malaysian society and the wider region. It aims to answer the research question: “How did Malaysian Chinese impact contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations?”. This effort will be accomplished by first developing an analytical framework for the relationship between ethnic groups and foreign policy, with the framework being adapted to cater toward the specific reality and interactions of the Malaysian Chinese. This section will be complemented with an overview of the key dynamics defining the interaction between Malaysian Chinese and Malaysian policymaking. Next, the article will analyze China's initiatives to establish direct or indirect connections with Malaysian Chinese, resorting to the bamboo network and the role of local organizations. Lastly, we scrutinize key interactions points in contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations, which have been impacted by Malaysian Chinese, with a special focus toward the BRI. As it will be demonstrated throughout this article, this study aims to fill a gap regarding the study of Malaysian Chinese and their impact on foreign policy.

Regarding methodology, this paper follows a qualitative approach, mainly based on secondary sources, such as academic works and newspapers, supported by gray literature, such as organizations data, reports, governmental dispatches and official documents. For the development of this paper, we first identify a literature gap regarding the impact of Malaysian Chinese in Sino-Malaysian relations, followed by a focus on finding methods to approach the gap. Concerning the timeframe of the analysis, due to the paper's focus on the BRI, our main period for the analysis of contemporary relations ranges from 2013 up until the first half of 2025. Notwithstanding, the dynamics of societal relations surrounding Malaysian Chinese and of historical Sino-Malaysian relations are quite extensive and cannot be isolated from contemporary interactions. As such, in order to complement the impact in contemporary relations, data ranging from the late 19th century until 2013 was also analyzed. In comparison with the main period of analysis, sources analyzed for this earlier period were less reliant on organizational data and reports, and are mostly composed of historical governmental documents, historical newspaper reports, relevant academic works. As such, the prominent role of ethnic Malaysian Chinese voluntary associations led us to select three core associations for analysis, based on their economic and cultural relevance. The Associated Chinese Chambers of Commerce and Industry of Malaysia was chosen due to being the biggest business-related Malaysian Chinese organization; the Malaysia China Chamber of Commerce was chosen due to its major economic role in Sino-Malaysian economic mediation and relations; and the Huazong was chosen due to its longstanding role in establishing key cultural linkages between Malaysian Chinese, Malaysian society and China. This effort was followed by a collection of data from the organizations official website and a selection of relevant documents to analyze, focusing on documents displaying interactions with China or in diplomatic relations between Malaysia and China. This was followed by a content analysis, which allowed us to analyze the data in accordance with our established framework.



Ethnicity and foreign policy: an analytical framework for Malaysian Chinese

The relationship between ethnic groups and ethnicity, and their impacts on foreign policy decision-making, has been a recurring target of study in academia. Ethnic groups are capable of shaping foreign policy in various ways, in both democratic and autocratic regimes. For instance, ethnic groups can actively influence foreign policy by lobbying or leveraging their specific capabilities in a society, or in turn, they can passively influence policies through way of ethnic tensions or established societal relations (Hosseini, 2019; Moore, 2002; Saideman, 2002). In terms of greater relevance for this article, a subset of these studies gains prominence. We can also find a varied array of literature regarding the impact of diaspora networks and transnational ethnic links in foreign policy. Ethnic groups in different states can be capable of connecting through shared cultural values or interests, developing linkages which they can rely on. The existence of this wider cultural community may lead states to try to leverage this network to either achieve a relationship with these other states or with the state where the ethnic groups originate from. Concurrently, these linkages can give a wider strength toward a group's lobbying efforts (Davis and Moore, 1997; King and Melvin, 2000).

These latter studies are quite similar to the specific type of studies surrounding ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia and the bamboo network. The bamboo network represents an informal connection network between ethnic Chinese groups in Southeast Asia and China, driven by cultural and economic impetus. The consensus for the whole of Southeast Asia, and Malaysian Chinese specifically, is that this network allows for the groups to leverage their economic dominant status to establish a wide array of connections in the region (Chiang and Cheng, 2019; Lauda, 2016; Mosbah and Kalsom, 2018; Yen, 2008). The development of strong ethnic Chinese business networks allows for a closer interaction with ASEAN institutions and with China, leading to a growth in their importance over the years (Sung, 2019; Tze-Ken et al., 2018).

Extensive literature can also be found on the methods of analyzing the actions and decision-making of ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia. Traditionally, the debate focused on two opposing viewpoint: culturalism, which defends that the main decision-making drive is traditional han culture, based in Confucian principles, which influences the choice of business partners and operates uniformly, independent of the society these groups inhabit; and instrumentalism which argues that culture little relevancy in the contemporary period, and that the main factor of decision making is the business opportunities that the market presents (Gomez and Benton, 2004; Redding, 1990). More contemporarily, the debate has simmered, and a consensus was agreed upon that both factors jointly shape ethnic Chinese actions and decision-making. This perspective, generally labeled as intuitionalist approach, proposes that Chinese cultural aspects, such as guanxi, favor deals with other Chinese groups, whilst being complemented with cooperation with local power structures, their economic and business goals, and the dynamics of the market (Chan and Tong, 2014; Verver and Dahles, 2013).

Since this paper tackles the role of an ethnic group in IR, it is now important to delve into relevant literature on IR theories which focus the role of culture, identity and non-state agents on IR. The core theory regarding the latter, is the constructivist theory. Constructivism defends that the world is socially constructed, which includes factors such as identities and the interests of actors. Under constructivism, factors such as culture and identity are seen as possible variables in international relations and foreign policy, for they are also socially constructed, and have agency to navigate the structures of the IR system (Park, 2023; Pouliot, 2004; Weber, 2013). Furthermore, going beyond constructivism, prominent studies, such as the work of Lapid and Kratochwil (1995), argue in favor of the importance of taking into consideration ethnicity, identity and culture for the study of IR (Harshe, 2006; Reeves, 2004; Wiarda, 2013).

Complementing these latter viewpoints, academic literature presents several subsets of approaches focused on specific aspects of IR interactions, which go beyond state-to-state relations, and are of great relevance for this framework. Firstly, we can find studies focusing on the concept of business diplomacy, which highlight how businesses have the capability to engage with governmental entities, local communities, Non-Governmental Organizations, and even media, to advance their strategic objectives. This engagement favors the agency of businesses in greater diplomatic platforms or business connection platforms relevant for states economic development or goals (Kesteleyn et al., 2014; Ruël, 2020; Willigen, 2020). Concurrently, relevant literature can also be found on the concept of new public diplomacy, an approach to IR that focuses on building relationships and connections with foreign publics through two-way dialogue, whilst advancing a state's strategic goals through means of soft power. Dialogue can target several agents inside of a society, such as civil groups, ethnic groups, universities, local organizations and individuals, to further promote its soft power (Manor and Huang, 2022; Pamment et al., 2024; Zhao, 2019). Finally, the inside of the broader concept of new public diplomacy, we can find the concept of people-to-people diplomacy, which proposes that interactions between individuals of different states can shape IR. For instance, through education or cultural exchanges, commonalities can be found, shaping perceptions and possibly impacting relations between states, with a consensus that China is particularly active in this approach (Grincheva, 2024; Payne, 2009; Turpeau, 1960; Wang, 2016).

The literature review undertaken allowed for a better understanding of pertinent aspects and concepts for the formulation of this paper's analytical framework. We can observe a high level of compatibility between concepts of distinct areas, which allows for the gradual creation of a framework. For instance, the last three concepts, business diplomacy, new public diplomacy and people-to-people diplomacy, do not necessarily exclude one another, and can be operationalized in synchrony, while also being compatible with the concepts of passive and active influence. Most pertinent, they overlap with approaches to the specific study of ethnic Chinese groups, such as the institutionalist approach, focusing in similar areas such as the role of business, networks, dialogue platforms, and identity in shaping decision-making. In essence, it further contributes to the argument that one single framework is not sufficient to fully explore and comprehend the entire reality of the role of Malaysian Chinese in Sino-Malaysian Relations. By defining key compatible concepts and analyzing relevant theories, it is now possible to proceed to defining our analytical framework for Malaysian Chinese.

As such, our framework for the analysis of the impact of Malaysian Chinese in foreign policy will derive from these previously established studies but adapted to the specific reality of Sino-Malaysian relations and of the connections of Malaysian Chinese with China. By this, we mean that we will take into account a set of factors when analyzing this thematic. Firstly, we will not limit ourselves to just active influencing from the Malaysian Chinese in formal state-to-state interactions between China and Malaysia. Ethnic groups have the capacity to affect foreign policy in a variety of ways and fields, and as such, we will take into consideration passive influencing, meaning influencing where these groups didn't have a direct action, but their reality affected relations and influenced through other sectors, such as economic or financial sectors. This aim will be accomplished by analyzing the evolution of ethnic societal relations in the face of Malaysia's development objectives, demonstrating how the latter became closely intertwined with the reality of Malaysian Chinese. Secondly, we will go beyond state relations and consider the possibility of influence through the use of the bamboo network, whose connectivity capabilities can have the ability to connect these groups with China, in sectors crucial for Chinese foreign policy in ASEAN. Finally, we will consider the actions of Malaysian Chinese has guided by both Chinese cultural values and an economic impetus, further expanding the reach of what these groups might influence. The focus of the application of this framework, will mostly be on business associations and platforms, complemented with cultural elements and the role of individual agency.



An overview of Malaysian Chinese in Malaysian politics and society

Before moving on, it is important to note that we can find a record of Malaysian Chinese having a key impact in Malaysia's internal policy-making. The pre-independence colonial period saw the rise of Malaysian Chinese as an economic dominant force in Malaysia, a fact usually attributed to their ability to organize in Chinese associations and maintain their cultural networks (Yen, 2008). As a consequence of the mid-19th century onwards, the influence of Malaysian Chinese in local decision-making started to grow, notably with the association of Malaysian Chinese to the Pangkor Treaty of 1874, which formed British Malaya (Abdullah, 2021). By the end of the 19th century, Malaysian Chinese were considered a prosperous group in Malaysia and Singapore, comprising several areas of trade and business, and acquiring a growing presence in the political sphere (Lauda, 2016). The end of the century also witnessed the evolution of clan associations' dynamics. The original leaders of the associations, and their descendants, started mixing their businesses with their associations roles, operating in a way which reassembles a contemporary family conglomerate, with associations pooling together on new business ventures, and even associations developing business rivalries which fostered the growth and competition of Chinese businesses (Drabble, 2000; Lowrie, 2024; Wu, 2011; Yen, 2008). Gomez (1999) highlights that the period stretching from the 1900s and the end of the 1940s can be considered a formative period for the modus operandi of contemporary Chinese business, marked by the inheritance and transfer of businesses developed in the previous century, between family members, with the younger generation adapting their businesses to the modern capitalist world, while looking to preserve traditional Chinese relationship aspects. As such, ethnic Chinese began taking a more active role in more key sensitive areas of British Malaya, such as banking, real estate and rubber production (Lowrie, 2024; Yen, 2008). The first half of the 19th century was also marked by a galvanization of nationalism, traced back to the Chinese defeat in the first Sino-Japanese War (1895) and further intensified by the fact that Sun Yat-Sen established one of his most relevant centers of operations in Penang, which further intensified ethnic tensions with Malays (Reid, 2010).

This nationalism would lead to several bans from British authorities on Chinese organizations during the 1930s, including the Kuomintang (Tay, 2018). Notwithstanding, by the time of the Japanese invasion of Malaysia in 1941, most of the bans were lifted, and we could observe a bigger cooperation between Malays and ethnic Chinese, with the latter playing a crucial role in the anti-Japanese resistance by means of the Malayan People's Anti-Japanese Army (Maelzer, 2019). However, by 1948 and the declaration of the Malayan Emergency, the fragile ethnic stability was disrupted by the British associating communist insurgency movements with ethnic Chinese, due to the suspicion that most of the communist propaganda was being disseminated by Chinese schools and centers funded by Chinese businesses in the post-war years (Freedman, 2000; Tay, 2018).

Despite this, by 1950, the British began efforts to establish an independent nation in the region, compiling an early treat draft that stated that Chinese, Malays and other ethnicities would have equal rights. This idea would face great contestation from two recently formed parties: the pro-Malay, United Malays National Organization (UMNO), founded in 1946, and the pro-Chinese, Malayan Chinese Association (MCA), founded in 1949, Chinese businessmen (Lee, 2013). After continued British pressure for a multiethnic nation, in 1952, the two parties set aside their differences to form the Alliance, taking advantage of the political power of UMNO and the economic power of the MCA (Abshire, 2011). This cooperation reached its apogee in the first independent election of the Federation of Malaya in 1957. On August 31 of the same year, the first independent constitution was drafted with the reality of economically dominant ethnic Chinese in mind, setting up a 30% hiring quota of bumiputra in companies (Constitution of the Federation of Malaya, 1957). The follow-up elections granted a victory to the Alliance coalition defining a decade-long social contract (Gomez, 1999). The Alliance granted the Finance, Trade and Industry portfolios to MCA, whilst UMNO would hold onto the political power and the remaining portfolios. This essentially created a social contract which allowed UMNO to keep political and cultural power, in opposition to the Chinese financial and trade power, guaranteeing a scenario of a fragile racial harmony for the next 12 years (Harding, 2024).

The consequences of this social contract gradually increased the economic dominance of Malaysian Chinese, and by the end of the 1960s, 98,5% of private businesses were owned by Malaysian Chinese, corresponding to close to 20% to 30% of the country's GDP, and allowing a scarce space for competition to arise (Husin, 2013). These economic factors, coupled with the results of the May 1969 elections, where the Alliance won the Malaysian general election with close to 58% of votes, but at the cost of losing almost 20 seats to newly formed left-wing parties such as the Gerankan and the Democratic Action Party, and losing its majority in key states such as Perak, Selangor, Penang and Kelantan, further heightened ethnic tensions (Kheng, 2002). Worries from UMNO regarding a possibly rise of the left-wing and a loss of Malay dominance led to a call for protests in Kuala Lumpur against the election results. The protest quickly turned violent, and Malay protesters attacked Malaysian Chinese residents, resulting in the death of 130 ethnic Chinese, and dozens of businesses and vehicles were burned down (Vethamani, 2019). The fallout of the protests led to the suspension of parliament and to the creation of the National Operations Council (NOC), whose main goal was to reestablish order in the country and find a solution for the ethnic tension (Bee, 2023).

The aftermath of these events would have lasting effects on Malaysian society, and from this point onwards, Malaysia's internal economic policymaking would be tightly knitted with the existence of Malaysian Chinese. The first example occurred in 1971, with the NOC launching of the New Economic Policy (NEP), a 20-year-long plan deeply rooted in affirmative action policies for bumiputra and the goal to curtail ethnic Chinese economic power, under the guise of achieving national unity (Husin, 2013; Lee and Chew-Ging, 2017; Tan, 2012). In 1991, the National Development Policy (NDP), embedded in the wider national development goals of Vision 2020, continued this trend, albeit in a less restrictive manner (Chin, 2017).

Not only did the restrictions ease, but as the years went by, Malaysian leadership saw the increasing need to utilize Malaysian Chinese economic power to achieve the ambitious goal of 8% GDP growth to fulfill Vision 2020 (Prime Minister's Office of Malaysia, 1991). Both Prime Ministers of Malaysia, Mahathir Mohamad (1981–2003; 2018-2020) and Najib Razak (2009-2018) gradually adapted the NDP to include and accommodate the Malaysian Chinese, essentially solidifying early assessments that Malaysia's development was being shaped by the existence of these groups (Bee, 2023; Brown, 2010). The most notable shift occurred in 2009, when Najib amended the NEP's affirmative action policies, lowering the requirement quotas for bumiputras from 30% to 12.5%, and eliminating the quotas in some sectors (Burton, 2009). This move was highly unpopular with the main voter base of the BN, lowering Najib's popularity, leading to assumptions that the main purpose of this move was to stimulate Malaysian Chinese development toward the goals of the Vision 2020, whose fulfillment could yield better election results, and to possibly attract foreign Chinese investment (Brown, 2010). Malaysian Chinese took advantage of these trends, despite the resilience of affirmative action policies. These relationship dynamics between the state and this ethnic group continued to develop, and as recently as late 2024, Prime-Minister Anwar Ibrahim highlighted the importance of Malaysian Chinese for the nation's development and for connecting to China (Bernama, 2024).

However, it is important to note that in recent years, Malaysian officials have had to carefully balanced this economic disparity, with the debate surrounding the possible removal or reform of affirmative action dominating the political stage (Jha, 2019). These tensions have become particularly heightened after the 2023 state election, which saw the rise of the Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS1), a populist Islamic and pro-Malay party, who strongly opposes the ruling Pakatan Harapan whose coalition includes the Democratic Action Party (DAP), a Chinese-majority party (Rachman, 2023). Since this moment, political discourse has been mostly marked by the PAS and its criticism of a supposed favoritism of Malaysian Chinese by PM Anwar's government (Said, 2024). In what can be seen as a possible focus of contention and debate for the next general elections, Malaysian Chinese have become a predominant target of tensions inside of Malaysian political discourse (Shukri, 2024; Sipalan, 2025). In fact, in August 2025, 12 opposition parties, under the guidance of the PAS, agreed to form a loose pro-Malay coalition, with one of the core founding premises being the fight against what these parties perceive as the unequal treatment of Malays in face of ethnic Chinese (Ghazali, 2025). This further adds to the relevant role that Malaysian Chinese still maintain in the political and economic sphere of contemporary Malaysia.

With the framework established and the latter points in mind, it is now important to move on to the next section, and turn our attention to Chinese attempts at establishing a direct connection between these groups and China.



China's engagement with Overseas Chinese

With this paper's focus of analysis going beyond traditional state-to-state relations, it now turns its attention to China's policies toward overseas Chinese and the connection of Malaysian Chinese with China. In the late 1960′s, China had a slow realization of the importance of overseas Chinese groups and began looking into strategies to reapproach them, specifically in ASEAN (Fitzgerald, 1970). Interestingly, one of China's early attempts to connect with these groups was targeted toward Malaysia. In June 1974, a meeting between Chinese and Malaysian representatives resulted in a failed attempt at creating a framework to define Malaysian Chinese and to what degree they can be classified as stateless Chinese (Soon, 1976). Despite this failure, Deng Xiaoping realized the importance of overseas ethnic Chinese for China's soft power and diplomatic strategy. As such, in 1978, Deng ordered the creation of the Overseas Chinese Affairs Office (OCAO), whose main goal was to reconnect China with its diaspora and promote a sense of Chinese cultural unity around the globe (Venkataraman, 1998). To this day, the Chinese diaspora policy has functioned on the basis that all Chinese living abroad, ethnic Chinese with foreign citizenship and Chinese share a strong cultural bond, despite possible political differences. Therefore, China has focused its efforts on encouraging the perception that overseas Chinese should work toward China's national interests, playing a key role in China's foreign policy (Suryadinata, 2024).

By the 2000s, China had successfully promoted a transnational vision of Chineseness amidst overseas Chinese, mostly directed at Southeast Asian Chinese, with economic benefits to invest in China, an easier emigration process and cultural links (Barabantseva, 2005), deepening connections to create a continuity between Chinese communities and the sense of sameness (Costa, 2020). These efforts were accompanied, and made possible, by the creation of dozens of organizations similar to the OCAO, with a strong emphasis on organizations seeking to attract overseas Chinese economic connectivity and cultural promotion, and ensuring overseas Chinese fulfilled their role as a soft power mechanism for China (Fan, 2010). Under President Xi Jinping, China has reinforced its policy toward overseas Chinese, with the latter frequently describing these Chinese groups as crucial for China's 2050 goals and for the success of projects like the BRI, and creating a more ambitious common civilisational narrative than its predecessors (China Daily, 2023; Du, 2024). Xi managed to fulfill such large-scale ambitions by centralizing organizations like the OCAO under the United Front Work Department's umbrella in 2018 (UFWD). Since then, the UFWD has been responsible for all of China's interactions with overseas Chinese, managing hundreds of organizations and assuring the fulfillment and spread of Chinese soft power (Groot, 2021; Tan, 2024).

China's policies toward overseas Chinese and its attempts to develop a seamless transnational network of Chinese, especially in Southeast Asia, are almost completely aligned with the reality of the bamboo network. By this we mean that the focus on the economic and cultural aspects of approaching these Chinese groups shares strong similarities with preestablished bamboo network interactions dynamics that have historically shaped ethnic Chinese groups in Southeast Asia. As we will observe in the case of Malaysian Chinese, China's focus remained mostly on establishing economic connections, based on shared cultural values.



China and the role of Malaysia Chinese Organizations

To understand China's policies toward Malaysian Chinese, it is important to note the creation of two organizations. First, the Associated Chinese Chambers of Commerce and Industry of Malaysia (ACCCIM) arises as an important organization for China's connection with the Malaysian Chinese. Founded in 1921, the ACCCIM acts as the main national organization for all local Malaysian Chinese chambers of commerce, business and entrepreneurs, amounting to almost 110,000 members (ACCCIM, 2025c). The ACCCIM openly states that its goals are to advance the interests of Malaysian Chinese business in the country and the region, whilst assuring a healthy relationship between these groups and the government, as well as assuring the contribution of Malaysian Chinese to the nation's socio-economic development (ACCCIM, 2025b). The ACCCIM has also had an active role in organizing events focused on assuring connectivity between Malaysian Chinese businessmen, China and other ethnic Chinese in ASEAN, such as the World Chinese Entrepreneurs Conference (WCEC) (ACCCIM, 2023a; Sunwah Staff, 2024). Created in 1990, the WCEC forms a transnational network that would connect ethnic Chinese businesses and conglomerates, and was founded jointly by Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCCI), the Chinese General Chamber of Commerce and Thai-Chinese Chamber of Commerce (WCEC, 2025).

However, by the foundation of the WCEC, Malaysia did not have a dedicated Chamber of Commerce for Sino-Malaysian relation, leading to the formation of the current Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce (MCCC), in 1990 (MCCC, 2025b). Looking at the official site of the MCCC, the organization, and its constitution define themselves as multiethnic, non-governmental and independent, with the main purpose of serving as a liaison between China and Malaysia for business ventures (MCCC, 2025b). However, it has historically linked Malaysian Chinese with Chinese business since its inception. Since the 1990s, the majority of investment flow between Malaysia and China has been mediated by the MCCC and Malaysian Chinese, with China historically preferring to deal with Malaysian Chinese businesses and enterprises (Mosbah and Kalsom, 2018; Tze-Ken et al., 2018). Concurrently, since 2010, the MCCC has hosted the yearly Malaysia-China Entrepreneurs Conference (MCEC), whose goal is to connect all types of entrepreneurs across Malaysia with China. But by analyzing these conferences over the years, it is clear that the target demographic remains the Malaysian Chinese, with the group being the majority participants in the conference and occupying the leadership roles of the MCCC (MCCC, 2025d,c). Concurrently, although the MCCC presents itself as both Malaysian and Chinese, its major partners are Chinese state organization or entities, such as the Embassy of the PRC in Malaysia, the OCAO, the All-China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese, and more (MCCC, 2025b).

It can be argued that the ACCCIM and the MCCC act as complementary organizations, with the first representing the broader reality of Malaysian Chinese businesses and the second focusing this representation on the relationship between China and Malaysia. Checking the participation in events and activities of both organizations, it is possible to find a significant amount of overlaps, specifically, in pertinent events involving China, such as the 17th WCEC and the 22nd China International Fair for Investment and Trade (State Council Information Office, 2022; Sunwah Staff, 2024). Although the MCCC serves as a complementary presence for Chinese economic contact with Malaysia, the ACCCIM, and its constituent chambers of commerce, take a more prominent role regarding its engagement with the Malaysian government.

Analyzing the available records on ACCCIM's official website, dating back to 2007, the organization has undertaken hundreds of advisory and policy meetings with the Malaysian government, and has been present in hundreds more of events related to governance (ACCCIM, 2025a). The ACCCIM is also the creator of the Socio-Economic Research Center, which provides frequent reports and yearly surveys for government consideration (SERC, 2025). However, this strong advisory relationship with the government can be traced back to the 1970′s, encompassing a variety of issues such as minimum wage, foreign policy, ASEAN integration, and more, with the consensus that the ACCIM has acquired a role as a trusted governmental partner and a spearhead position for regional connection with China and Chinese businesses (Birruntha, 2025; Ren, 2021; Whah and Lee, 2012). In fact, as recently as June 2025, Malaysian Minister of Housing and Local Government, Nga Kor Ming, met with the ACCCIM and highlighted the importance of the latter and Malaysian Chinese for their role in economic development and government advisory throughout the decades (Malaysia SME, 2025).

As such, we argue that one of the main Chinese mechanisms for economically connecting with Malaysian Chinese, and Malaysia in general, have been the ACCCIM and the MCCC, complying with China's economic-based approach to these groups. These organizations grant China a natural connection with the most influential Malaysian Chinese, and allow it to leverage this crucial connection through an organization that serves as an official channel toward the Malaysian government.

On the cultural aspect of this outreach, China has mostly relied on the Federation of Chinese Associations Malaysia, more commonly known as Huazong. The Huazong was founded in 1991, by the 13 largest Malaysian Chinese associations of Malaysia, each representing a state, with the aim of centralizing the ethnic Chinese community in Malaysia. Currently, it's compromised tens of thousands of Malaysian Chinese organizations mostly aimed at cultural promotion, education, economic activities and welfare (Huazong, 2025c). The organization promotes itself as the main connection point between China and the Malaysian Chinese, engaging in several cultural activities marked by the regular presence of Chinese representatives and government officials (Annuar, 2020; Huazong, 2025d). Concurrently, the Huazong has also been the key representative of Malaysian Chinese in China, with the Chinese government establishing OCOA delegations to the Huazong since its inception (Weiwei, 2024). As such, the Huazong has remained a constant presence in all of the cultural and economic interactions between China and the Malaysian Chinese, with its representatives being considered informal advisors to Chinese and Malaysian delegations (Ibrahim, 2025; Shahabudin, 2024). The Huazong have also kept close ties with the MCCC and ACCCIM, sharing several of their members between both organizations (Ong, 2024).

As we can observe, China has actively engaged with Malaysian Chinese for the past decades, with the relationship being defined by economic and cultural factors. Albeit, this alone does not necessarily mean a greater goal on transposing such interaction to influence state-to-state relations, since most countries generally interact with their diasporas. However, when framed in the outspoken objectives and strategy of Chinese interactions with overseas Chinese, most specifically its focus on ensuring that overseas Chinese work toward China's grand strategy, it gives way to the premise that, to some extent, Malaysian Chinese can impact state-to-state relations.



Malaysian Chinese and contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations: spearheading the BRI

Drawing on the findings of the previous sections and on our established analytical framework, this section will assess the extent of the influence Malaysian Chinese had on contemporary Sino-Malaysian Relations. This analysis will take into account that influence from ethnic groups can take a variety of forms, ranging from a more active stance to a more passive stance, focusing the analysis on BRI-related interactions.

However, before proceeding with our analysis, we deem it important to undertake a critical overview of the role Malaysia's governmental leadership had in deepening relations with China, and how it also became a factor of influence toward the adherence to the BRI. As analyzed previously, the 1970′s, were marked by the launch of the NEP and increasing attempts to curtail Malaysian Chinese economic power. Despite these internal measures, a shift in foreign policy strategy was occurring inside of Malaysia's leadership, spearheaded by Prime Minister Tun Razak (Bing, 2021). This culminated in a state visit of PM Tun Razak to China in May 1974, leading Malaysia to become the first member of ASEAN to establish bilateral relations with China, originating the longest continuous bilateral relations between an ASEAN member and China (British Pathé Archives, 1974). The visit marked the launch stage for a gradual deepening of Sino-Malaysian relations. In fact, despite a gradual slowdown of relationship deepening in the 1980′s, due to the anti-China stance of the early PM Mahathir administration, the 1990′s, were marked by the realization that fostering bilateral relations with China was crucial, due to China's growing economic power and regional importance, and unavoidable growth in the world stage (Akhir et al., 2018).

The main consequence of the early efforts of PM TU Razak, was the development of stronger economic and trade relations between both states. Throughout the 1990s, Malaysia and China established the framework for future economic relationship, with the signing of dozens of MoUs regarding trade and economic cooperation policies (Liow, 2000). This trend continued for several years, with Malaysia becoming China's biggest trading partner in 2009, and in 2013, the launch year of the BRI, total trade value reached $106 billion, a bilateral record at the time (Chan, 2021). As of early 2024, China has remained the main trade partner of Malaysia, with a total trade value of $190 billion, and holding the position of largest FDI provider to Malaysia, accounting for 34% of total FDI (MATrade, 2025; Xiao, 2025).

The entire process of closer economic ties occurred against the background of increasing South China Sea (SCS) disputes during the 1990s and 2000s, marked by several incidents, militarization and even the signing of a MoU on Defense and Cooperation in 2005 (Bing, 2015; Lockman, 2013). Notwithstanding, since the 2010s, and the emergence of the BRI, Malaysia's stance has become less assertive in regards to China's advances in the SCS, with current PM Anwar Ibrahim stating, in March 2024, that maintaining a contentious stance toward China in regional disputes is harmful to the region's development and economic prospects (Jackson, 2024). This can be observed as the culmination of an increasing phenomenon, where the further economic and financial relations deepen with China, the more lenient the stance of Malaysia's government becomes (Bing, 2015; Chen, 2013; Liow, 2000).

This reality further adds to the role Malaysia's government has had, for the past 50 years, in attempting to rebuild Sino-Malaysian relations, specifically in the fields of trade and economics, being willing to make small concessions regarding the SCS, in favor of a strong economic relationship deepening. These strong economic relations can be seen as catalysts and facilitators for the implementation of the BRI. Understanding this role is relevant, for it allows for a greater contextualization of the reality in which Malaysian Chinese operated when impacting Sino-Malaysian relations. Under this context, the section will continue with an analysis of the nuances of the connection between Malaysian Chinese, the Vision 2020 and the BRI.

Returning our focus toward Malaysian Chinese, as analyzed previously, since the post-independence period, Malaysian Chinese have been tightly connected to Malaysia's economic reality and national development. This factor became increasingly accentuated in 1991, with the launch of Vision 2020, and more gradual accommodation toward Malaysian Chinese in subsequent administrations. Interestingly, this period coincided with the establishment of closer economic ties between China and Malaysia in the early 1990′s, which saw signing of dozens of (MoU's) regarding trade and economic cooperation policies, analyzed previously in this section. It is also important to note that even before 1974, individuals such as the famous Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurs Robert Kuok and Tan Sri Yeoh Tiong Lay, played key roles in establishing trade and economic relations with China. Theses roles included not only their own corporations, but also the creation of educational and cultural exchanges institutions, with both men being informal governmental advisors until the late 2010′s (Lee, 2017; Liu, 2018; The Straits Times, 2017).

Since the late 2000s, Sino-Malaysian relationship deepening was mostly spearheaded by the needs of Vision 2020. A 2008 government report warned that the goals of Vision 2020 would only be accomplished with a stable 8% yearly GDP growth for the next 12 years (Zalkapli, 2008). The report led PM Najib Razak to carry out a major liberalization plan in 2009, focused on attracting FDI to local ventures and on energy production and infrastructure development, as well as an easing of affirmative action policies (Burton, 2009). In 2013, Najib's close re-election, and growing reports warning that Vision 2020 was unattainable with the country's current economic growth and without deep infrastructure development across the country, intensified recommendations advising for greater investment waves (Bank Negara Malaysia, 2013; Nambiar, 2013). As such, in October 2013, Malaysia and China signed a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP) focused on strengthening bilateral cooperation, increasing bilateral trade, and increasing Chinese investment (MFA China, 2013). A few months later, during the “40th Anniversary of the Establishment of Diplomatic Relations between Malaysia and China”, Najib announced the official adherence of Malaysia to the BRI (State Council China, 2014). It is also important to note that even before 1974, individuals such as the famous Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurs Robert Kuok and Tan Sri Yeoh Tiong Lay, played key roles in establishing trade and economic relations with China. Theses roles included not only their own corporations, but also the creation of educational and cultural exchanges institutions, with both men being informal governmental advisors until the late 2010′s (Lee, 2017; Liu, 2018; The Straits Times, 2017).

Regarding the timing of the CSP signing, it matches a period of dire economic needs of the Vision 2020. Since then, the BRI has steadily expanded in the country, targeting key development areas. By late 2023, Malaysia was fully integrated in the Digital Silk Road, with e-commerce representing 23% of the country's GDP, and with the AliCloud 5G Network being fully integrated in Malaysia's biggest cities and government systems (Bruni, 2023; Narayan, 2023; Ngeow, 2021). However, the most important BRI megaproject for Malaysian development is the East Coast Rail Link (ECRL), announced in 2016, and compromising 665 km of highspeed railway lines, transversing the Eastern coast of Malaysia until Kuantan Port, where it turns West until Klang Port, providing an essential connection for the underdeveloped eastern states (MRL, 2023). The project became so important, that PM Najib directly associated it with the Eleventh Malaysia Plan (2016–2020), the final plan of the Vision 2020, and even despite attempts in 2018, by then PM Mahathir, to stop the project, the latter would eventually admit that it was crucial for Vision 2020 and Malaysia's eastern development (Abas et al., 2016; Prime Minister's Office of Malaysia, 2019).

The ECRL and the BRI would further deepen Sino-Malaysian relations in the next administration of PM Anwar Ibrahim. In May 2023, Anwar reinforced the role of the ECRL within the Shared Prosperity Vision 2030, a plan that can be seen as an extension attempt to achieve the failed goals of Vision 2020, and whose goal was of 5% yearly GDP growth (Ghazali, 2023). By late 2023, reports shown that the ECRL had been crucial for job creation in Eastern Malaysia, bridging historical development divisions inside the country, and connecting Malaysia to the wider ASEAN infrastructure network (Yiau, 2023). In the same period, a report from the Ministry of Economy of Malaysia stated that the main catalyst for the country's current GDP growth was the growing development of the Eastern states due to the ECRL (Ministry of Economy Malaysia, 2023b). The success of the BRI had wider spread repercussions in Sino-Malaysian relations, with Anwar gradually assuming a more passive stance toward SCS disputes throughout 2024 and 2025, with Malaysia recognizing the role of the ECRL in broader issues such as the Malacca Dilemma2 (Jackson, 2024; MFA Malaysia, 2024; Reuters, 2024). In June 2025, Sino-Malaysian relations would again rise to a new level, with both sides agreeing to further strengthen the current CSP, referencing the close association of Chinese investment to Malaysian development as one of the main highlights of this relationship strengthening (MFA Malaysia, 2025).

We argue that the Vision 2020, and the lasting effect it still has in Malaysia development plans, was the main catalyst for the current relationship between Malaysia and China, spearheading several relationship strengthening steps, with the entry of the BRI appearing to be directly connected to the needs of the Vision 2020. As such, we also argue that within our analytical framework, this can be interpreted as a prime example of passive influencing by Malaysian Chinese in Sino-Malaysian relations. The creation of Vision 2020 was a direct consequence of ethnic societal relations with the Malaysian Chinese and historical continuities stemming from mid-20th-century economic policies. Over time, its course was constantly influenced by the need to accommodate the Malaysian Chinese, which in turn was utilized by subsequent governments as a justification and mechanism toward accommodating China and fomenting new relations. In essence, the more Vision 2020 developed, and the BRI expanded, the greater Sino-Malaysian relations deepened. Taking into account the relevance of the BRI for contemporary relations, the next section will analyze how, throughout this broader passive influencing, these ethnic groups played a key active role in Sino-Malaysian relations surrounding the initiative.

As this paper previously established, the ACCCIM has extensive experience in engaging with the Malaysian government in advisory roles and policy recommendations. Focusing our analysis on the post BRI announcement period, from 2013 until the end of 2024, official data from the ACCCIM's website shows that the organization has participated in over 1100 interactions with the Malaysian government, ranging from advisory meetings, committees and survey submissions, signing close to 70 MoU's with governmental agencies and bodies in the same period (ACCCIM, 2025a). In fact, since 2013, around 60% of the ACCCIM official business trips overseas have been to China, and 70% of the foreign delegations received by the ACCCIM have been of Chinese origin or Chinese government-related (ACCCIM, 2025a). In comparison, from 2007 to 2012, we can find close to 150 interactions involving the Malaysian government, averaging a significantly lower amount of interaction per year when compared to the 2013–2024 period. For the same period of 2007–2012, this tendency also applies for the percentage of official business trips to China, representing around 40% of the total of overseas trips by the ACCCIM, and for foreign delegations received by the ACCCIM, albeit in a smaller scale, the percentage drops to 55% for Chinese origin or Chinese government related delegations (ACCCIM, 2025a).

As noted, there was an increase in interactions in the post-BRI period; however, the pre-BRI interaction still represented significant values and percentages. The pre-BRI interactions can be attributed to the Chinese strategy toward overseas Chinese previously analyzed in this paper. The 2000s were marked by a gradual expansion of China's strategy toward overseas Chinese and the creation of several dozen governmental organizations, under the leadership of the OCAO, aimed at reconnecting with ethnic Chinese groups and with a focus on economic connectivity. Under this context, the ACCCIM would be a natural partner for contact with China and these organizations. Concurrently, as previously established, one of the ACCCIM's goals is the promotion of connections with ethnic Chinese and China, and these new organizations could help fulfill this goal.

The data also indicates that interactions involving China become more frequent from 2017 onwards, the period when the ECRL began its initial expansion. Concurrently, since 2013, instances of public displays of promotion of closer Sino-Malaysian relations also became more frequent by the ACCCIM and the MCCC, with both organizations highlighting the importance of China for Malaysia's development (Bernama, 2023b; Foon, 2014; Yong, 2017). Adding to this, in mid-2024, the ACCCIM's SERC published an overview of the 50 years of Sino-Malaysian relations, where the BRI projects and PM Anwar's role are identified as key spotlights of these relations (SERC, 2024).

It is important to note that current PM Anwar Ibrahim has established a closer relationship with the ACCCIM over the years, matching its foreign policy stance toward China. Since Anwar's election in 2022, 12 high-level delegations have visited China, surpassing its predecessors, with the latter demonstrating an openly friendly stance toward China (MFA China, 2025). As noted in earlier sections, Anwar has also highlighted the importance of Malaysian Chinese, and it appears to have reflected in a governmental approach with the ACCCIM. During the 17th WCEC, Anwar appeared as a guest of honor, delivering a speech highlighting the need to develop a close relationship with China and the role that the ACCCIM and the MCCC had in the process (Sunwah Staff, 2024). A few months later, in February 2025, Anwar was the guest of honor at the ACCCIM Chinese New Year event, where he raised the importance of the chamber for businesses in Malaysia and the region (The Star, 2025).

The ACCCIM has also accompanied Anwar and the Malaysian government in official visits, with one of the most relevant ones occurring in January 2023, in Singapore. During this visit, both governments oversaw the signing of an MoU between the ACCCIM and the SCCCI, aimed at promoting regional investment (ACCCIM, 2024). This is an example of ethnic connectivity inside the bamboo network and a unique case of state-sponsored connectivity. For context, the SCCCI is the second largest chamber of ethnic Chinese in the region, after the ACCCIM, and it has been a keen promoter of strong relations with China inside of ASEAN and the BRI (Liu and Ren, 2022; SCCCI, 2025). This further adds to the transnational aspect, identified in our framework, that Malaysian Chinese can adopt in actively influencing Sino-Malaysian relations. The ACCCIM appears to have expanded its influential role next to the Malaysian government in the last decade, with clear and outspoken objectives of promoting Sino-Malaysian relations.

Refocusing on the BRI, in 2016, the ACCCIM and its members helped establish key organizations associated with BRI and Chinese investment in Malaysia. The most prominent amongst them is the Malaysia-China Business Council, led by Malaysian Chinese and whose primary goal is promoting and supporting the implementation of BRI investments, specifically two twin industrial parks: the China-Malaysia Qinzhou Industrial Park and the Kuantan Industrial Park (KIP) (MCBC, 2025). The latter is the second biggest BRI project in Malaysia, with a cumulative investment of almost $6 billion and employing close to 14000 people (Yiau, 2023). It also acts as the main supporting project of the ECRL in Malaysia's eastern coast, allowing for the expansion of Kuantan Port, one of the main BRI ports, a member of the China-Malaysia Port Alliance and a possible solution to the Malacca Dilemma (Bing, 2019; CMPA, 2019; Xuanmin and Juecheng, 2023). The ACCCIM currently stands as one of the main promoters of the KIP, and consequently of the ECRL, having signed an MoU in 2023, with both twin parks to promote the presence of Malaysian Chinese and other Malaysian businesses in the KIP, and in turn foment Malaysian investment in the Greater Bay Area (ACCCIM, 2023b).

Regarding the MCCC, its website lacks the detailed information of the ACCCIM regarding ventures and activities, but what is present are mostly BRI-related activities and BRI promotion publications (MCCC, 2025a). The MCCC has been a staunch promoter of Sino-Malaysian relations, and in recent years has focused mostly on the promotion of the ECRL projects, seeking to attract investments, and being a member of the Belt and Road Global Forum (BRGF, 2025; Wu, 2025). It can be argued that whilst the ACCCIM takes a leading role in the more active political maneuvering and inner workings of promoting Sino-Malaysian relations and the BRI, the MCCC acts as a supporting transnational agent. The yearly MCEC stands as the largest recurring bilateral business conference between Malaysia and China, with the participation of thousands of entrepreneurs, businesses and the frequent presence of other ethnic Chinese chambers of commerce within ASEAN (MCCC, 2025c). The MCCC also has an active role in leading delegations to China, to attend events similar to the MCEC, to attract more Chinese investment to the country, leading to frequent interactions with governmental agencies (MCS, 2024). In a 2022 interview, the vice-president of the MCCC defended this position, arguing that the MCEC has been the main means of developing a strong network between China and Malaysia (Liu and Ren, 2022).

Finally, despite not being directly connected to business activities or the BRI, we deem it significant to highlight the role of the Huazong in Sino-Malaysian relations. Unlike the ACCCIM or the MCCC, the Huazong has openly aimed to serve as a platform for Malaysian Chinese, without the limitations of being business-oriented, and encompassing a more varied membership (Huazong, 2025c). As a result, Huazong's impact in Sino-Malaysian relations has mostly been noticeable in what we can consider people-to-people interactions, through cultural exchanges, educational initiatives and events. For instance, for the past 40 years, the Huazong has organized the Malaysian Chinese Cultural Festival, aimed at promoting Malaysian Chinese culture, but also promoting Chinese connectivity, with Chinese governmental officials being frequent guests of the festival (Huazong, 2025d,a).

Analyzing the Huazong's website, we can find hundreds of similar events and initiatives aimed at promoting Malaysian Chinese and Chinese culture, ranging from artistic performances, museum inaugurations, food festivals and more, demonstrating the active role the organization has in people-to-people interactions and the diffusion of Chinese culture in Malaysia (Huazong, 2025d). These cultural exchanges are not exclusive to Malaysia, with the Huazong also frequently being invited to cultural events in China, such as the 75th Anniversary Reception of the People's Republic of China (Huazong, 2024). The important role the Huazong has played in cultural exchanges with China has also granted the Huazong an important position in the broader Specter of high-level diplomacy. A key example of this occurred in March 2023, during the visit of PM Anwar Ibrahim to China, where the Huazong were part of the official Malaysia delegation and joint organizers of the reception for Anwar (Jesselton Times, 2023b). in June 2024, Huazong was also invited as a representative of the Malaysian Chinese to the 50th Anniversary Reception of Malaysia-China Diplomatic Relations, where Premier Li Qiang met with PM Anwar (Huazong, 2025b). More recently, in April 2025, a Huazong delegation also attended the welcoming state ceremony for the visit of Xi Jinping to Malaysia (Huazong, 2025e; MOFA Malaysia, 2025). Finally, in a similar course of action as the ACCCIM, the Huazong has also played advisory roles near the Malaysian government, usually associated with the promotion of Chinese tourism or ethnic tensions surrounding Malaysian Chinese (Jesselton Times, 2023a; Warta Oriental, 2025).

As observed in this section, the ACCCIM and the MCCC have had an active role in the promotion of the BRI in Malaysia, and in turn, on Sino-Malaysian relations. We can find a connection between the promotion of the BRI and the strengthening of Sino-Malaysian relations over the last decade. Concurrently, the Huazong has played a crucial role in cultural and people-to-people relations. The actions of these associations align with China's strategy toward overseas Chinese and the goal of utilizing ethnic Chinese to advance China's regional goals.



Conclusion

This study sought to answer the question: How did Malaysian Chinese impact contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations?”. Drawing on an analytical framework which adapted previously established theories regarding passive and active influence of ethnic groups, into the reality of Malaysian Chinese, we concluded that Malaysian Chinese had significant passive influence and active influence in contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations, providing an influence platform beyond standard state relations.

Our first major finding relates to the motives and premises that defined contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations. The historic ethnic societal relations deeply shaped Malaysia's economic and development policies since the 1970s, leading to the creation of Vision 2020. Since that moment, Malaysia's development plans have been built and catered around the reality of the Malaysian Chinese. In turn, contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations saw a deepening as a result of the economic needs to achieve Vision 2020, being an example of passive influence. Our second major finding stresses that local Malaysian Chinese organizations have been the main active influencers of Sino-Malaysian interactions under the framework of the BRI. Both the ACCCIM and the MCCC have actively been a part of major interactions in contemporary Sino-Malaysian relations and have been leading promoters of the BRI, with the initiative being the current mechanism of relationship deepening. Finally, our third major finding shows that although the actions of Malaysian Chinese strongly deepen Sino-Malaysian relations, they appear to mostly be integrated in China's regional strategy for overseas Chinese and BRI soft power. The study does not intend to argue that Malaysian Chinese are doing the bidding of China, with the ECRL-associated development being an example of advancing Malaysia's goals. However, this tendency can be justified as a natural result of the deeply rooted inner working of the bamboo network, which promotes Chinese unity.

In addition, this article has sought to make an insightful contribution to the field of study of ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia by advancing a broader theoretical discussion of the relationship between Chinese ethnicity and foreign policy in the region. The results of this study can be included in a wider discussion of the extent of the impact that ethnic Chinese groups might have on the relations between other Southeast Asian states and China. When framed in the context of China's growing influence in the region, discussion aimed at understanding whether these groups might act as enablers, such as the Malaysian Chinese, or as constraints on a state's foreign policy toward China, gains greater relevance. Concurrently, this paper also sought to make a theoretical contribution to the study of ethnic Chinese and foreign policy. Drawing on the institutionalist approach, the analytical framework developed for this paper highlighted the importance of adapting established approaches to specific realities and complementing them with both exogenous and endogenous concepts. By nature, the institutionalist approach is quite flexible, and as such, the current contribution is not aimed at debating it. It is instead focused on providing a complementary framework for the specific case of Sino-Malaysian relations, which can easily be adapted and emulated for other similar cases in the region.

We recommend that future research should aim to further empirically quantify the actual economic and financial impact of Malaysian Chinese in Sino-Malaysian relations, through a more in-depth analysis of selected BRI projects, bilateral agreements and bilateral platforms. Furthermore, we add the recommendation that future studies could benefit from an added focus on grassroots perspectives and insights from interviews with members of the Malaysian Chinese community. As it stands, we hope this paper can serve as a framework for future research on the topic and to further expand our knowledge of the role of ethnic Chinese groups in impacting state relations with China.
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Footnotes

1Originating from the Malay name Parti Islam Se-Malaysia.

2In November 2003, President Hu Jintao announced that one of China's main struggles was its dependence on the Straits of Malacca, which he coined as the “Malacca Dilemma”. The term refers to the lack of alternatives for China's energy imports through the Straits of Malacca, which make up close to 70% of its oil and natural gas imports, and to the risk that a possible blockade of the Straits by an opposing great power might endanger China's energy security needs. The Malacca Dilemma has guided China's global strategy since its conception, particularly shaping its foreign policy towards Southeast Asia and the countries bordering the Strait of Malacca (Paszak, 2021).
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