
Masiah
Text Box
Reproduced from Connecting and Distancing: Southeast Asia and China edited by Ho Khai Leong (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009). This version was obtained electronically direct from the publisher on condition that copyright is not infringed. No part of this publication may be reproduced without the prior permission of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. Individual articles are available at < http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg >

http://bookshop.iseas.edu.sg


The Singapore Society of Asian Studies (SSAS) is a local academic association which 
was established in 1982. Its aims are to promote research on Asian society and culture, 
focusing on the Southeast Asian region and the ethnic Chinese. It concentrates on 
organizing talks, seminars, and conferences as well as publishing books, monographs, 
and a journal Asian Culture (Yazhou Wenhua) in two languages: Chinese and English. 
Its objective is to contribute to the academic life in the city-state.

The Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) was established as an autonomous 
organization in 1968. It is a regional centre dedicated to the study of socio-political, 
security and economic trends and developments in Southeast Asia and its wider 
geostrategic and economic environment. The Institute’s research programmes are the 
Regional Economic Studies (RES, including ASEAN and APEC), Regional Strategic 
and Political Studies (RSPS), and Regional Social and Cultural Studies (RSCS).

ISEAS Publishing, an established academic press, has issued almost 2,000 books 
and journals. It is the largest scholarly publisher of research about Southeast Asia 
from within the region. ISEAS Publishing works with many other academic and 
trade publishers and distributors to disseminate important research and analyses 
from and about Southeast Asia to the rest of the world.
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introduCtion

Ho	Khai	Leong

“Connecting” and “distancing” have been two prominent themes permeating 
the writings on the historical and contemporary developments of the 
relationship between Southeast Asia and China. As neighbours, the nation-
states in Southeast Asia and the giant political entity in the north communicated 
with each other through a variety of diplomatic overtures, political agitations, 
and cultural nuances. The people felt a need to connect even in the worst of 
times when governments were not on the best of terms. “Connecting” is a 
two-way street. It denotes a deep influence of Chinese presence in the region 
since the sixteenth century in the areas of trade, culture and politics, as well 
as Southeast Asia’s enduring bewilderment and perplexity about its giant 
neighbour. The rise of China and the recent influx of Chinese immigrants in 
the region added to the already influential and considerable presence of China. 
In the last two decades with the rise of China as an economic powerhouse 
in the region, Southeast Asia’s need to connect with China has become more 
urgent and necessary as it attempts to reap the benefit from the successful 
economic modernization in China.

At the same time, however, there were feelings of ambivalence, hesitation 
and even suspicions on the part of the Southeast Asian states vis-à-vis the rise 
of a political power which is so little understood or misunderstood. Much of 
these negative thoughts admittedly were remnants of historical experiences; 
some are possibly even related to the growing soft and hard power influence of 
the People’s Republic of China. “Distancing”, therefore, refers to the attitudes 
and policies of these nations’ attempts to maintain their sovereign rights as 
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well as political and cultural autonomy in the midst of a rising empire and 
regional hegemonic power.

To a large extent, the perpetual tensions between idealist expectation 
and realist necessity have defined Sino-Southeast Asia relations in the last 
few decades. How Southeast Asia and China should best deal with one 
another becomes a central question in this complex relationship. Martin 
Stuart Fox, for example, argues that in deciding how best to deal with China, 
two factors influencing the countries of Southeast Asia are their own long-
standing histories of bilateral relations with China and their own differing 
conceptions of how foreign relations should be conducted.1 In other words, 
a careful appreciation and thoughtful consideration of history and culture are 
central to any understanding of the likely future shape of China-Southeast 
Asia relations. An over-simplistic categorization of assigning China to the 
category of a benign power or that of a rising threat is problematic at best. 
It is the deeper social memories with which we have to contend; and in so 
doing, arrive at an understanding as to how China perceives its position in 
history with respect to the world.

The papers in this volume were presented at a conference organized by the 
Singapore Society for Asian Studies, in Singapore, on 1 December 2007, with 
an emphasis on the bilateral relations between Southeast Asia and China. The 
contributors are authors of various disciplinary backgrounds: history, political 
science, economics and sociology. They provide a spectrum of perspectives 
by which the reader can view Sino-Southeast Asia relations.

Wu Xiao An’s chapter provides an excellent historical overview of Sino-
Southeast Asia relations. He suggests that the tough, complex and multi-
faceted historical relationship has been largely shaped by both geo-political 
dynamics and the internal political forces of individual countries. While the 
components and the nature of these forces might have presently changed, 
their impact on the relationship remained very much intact. Undoubtedly 
inter-state relationships are bound by political circumstances, but the non-
governmental interactions in the future will perhaps take central stage as 
there is now much more room for these actors to manœuvre. Wu concludes 
that the social and cultural exchanges at the people-to-people level should 
be refocused as this may be one area which will be much more meaningful 
in fostering the China-Southeast Asian rapprochement.

Edgardo Dagdag echoes these arguments in his assessment of Philippine-
China connections from the pre-colonial period to post-Cold War era. He 
is of the view that despite the often tempestuous relations between the two 
countries, Sino-Philippine relations will continue to prosper in the future. 
But this is only if they simultaneously rely on both bilateral and multilateral 
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agreements between ASEAN and China. The Philippines cannot hope to 
connect well with China alone. As a member of ASEAN, the Philippines 
may pin its hopes on better bilateral ties with China through the concerted 
efforts of the ten-member organization. Future challenges to the relationship 
would include the Philippines’ close ties with the United States of which the 
Chinese certainly do not approve.

Mike Lan Shi-chi’s paper takes on the issue of memory and commemoration 
of Singapore’s Chinese community towards China at the turn of the twentieth 
century. His study focuses on the ethnic Chinese in the island-state as they 
played a major role in shaping the present cultural configuration in the nation-
building process. After the British withdrawal in 1942, the ethnic Chinese 
suffered much hardship under Japanese rule, and many joined the underground 
forces to fight against the Japanese invaders — in both Singapore and China; 
their loyalty to the land however was suspected by both the colonial masters 
and local rulers. Lan argued that these suspicions were unwarranted, as the 
ethnic Chinese had at that historical point transferred their nationalist loyalty 
in various ways from China to the new nation.

Kaori Shinozaki’s paper is a case study of Penang’s Chinese during the 
period 1911–13 and the community’s response in terms of their “revolutionary” 
and “patriotic” donation campaigns. She argues that the financial support by 
Penang’s Chinese community for the Sun Yat-sen led revolutionary movement 
in China had grown out of a concern for stability, order and good governance, 
rather than support for the revolutionary cause of overthrowing the corrupt 
Ching dynasty. Studying these self-motivating donation campaigns, she saw 
the nascent emergence of a civil society in colonial Malaya at the beginning 
of the century.

The commercial connections between the overseas Chinese community 
and mainland China also grew rapidly after the Republican revolution. Jason 
Lim gives a detailed study on the Fujian tea merchants in Singapore who 
imported goods from China and re-exported to local clientele or elsewhere, 
and then consequently established themselves with branches of their family 
businesses in Southeast Asia. Lim argued that the sense of patriotism towards 
China among these wealthy tea merchants was evident in their fervent response 
to Japanese imperialism as well as their passionate commitment to rebuild a 
war-torn China. Their attachment to “China” as the motherland, however, 
quickly dissipated with the proclamation of the People’s Republic of China 
in 1949 as the political loyalty of these merchants mostly rested with the 
KMT. Subsequently, the dedication and devotion of the second generations 
of these merchants were transformed very quickly, establishing their cultural 
and political identities as Singaporeans.
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Goh Geok Yian’s chapter examines China-Myanmar relations by looking 
at Burmese sources, a path less taken by scholars in the field, as most tend to 
view the relationship from the Chinese perspective or from Chinese sources. 
Her study shows descriptions of Burmese perceptions of their relations with 
Tarup (China) extracted from indigenous sources which represent invaluable 
reflections of local views of their foreign neighbour. A more balanced 
observation of Myanmar-China relations over a period of several centuries 
from Tagaung (mid-first millennium CE) to Hanthawati-Taungngu of the 
sixteenth century is presented, and the reader will find the account both 
refreshing and informative.

Yow Cheun Hoe’s paper is a piece of pioneering work on the study of a 
recent social and migratory phenomenon in Singapore: the influx of a steady 
and large group of students from the PRC to the island-state. With the arrival 
of this group of “foreign talents”, many issues have since emerged: their 
adaptation to the local social environment, impact on Singaporean Chinese 
culture and educational system, and local perceptions of this group. Yow’s paper 
examines these questions pertaining to Chinese students in Singapore, with 
special focus on the secondary education sector. In examining their migration 
trajectory, he found that students from China pursuing secondary education 
in the island-state have the highest tendency to move on to other countries 
for further studies, making Singapore the “jumping board” of their future life 
goals. Obviously these findings will have major policy implications.

Aimee Dawis tackles the perennial and difficult issue of cultural identity 
of the Chinese in Indonesia during the Suharto era (1966–98). Her analysis 
is based on a study of how the Indonesian Chinese used imported media 
from Hong Kong, Taiwan and China — places that are simultaneously real 
and imagined to the Indonesian Chinese — to inform their cultural identity 
formation and maintenance. Her findings suggest that to the list of agents 
shaping Chinese identity in Indonesia, one must add the roles of the media 
and local ethnic organizations.

Beside historical memories, the transforming cultural identities and 
commercial ties forming the connections between Southeast Asia and China, 
contemporary economic relations is certainly another major issue. Ng 
Beoy Kui’s paper details the policy responses of individual Southeast Asian 
countries towards a rising China. Ng contends that, while it is difficult to 
ascertain whether China poses a threat to the Southeast Asian countries, the 
complementary economic Sino-Southeast Asia relationship would inevitably 
benefit Southeast Asia more than China. For the relationship to prosper in 
the future, Ng suggests that Southeast Asian countries should take a two-track 
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approach, i.e. the first track through the usual export-oriented strategy in 
manufacturing spearheaded by multinational corporations (MNCs), and the 
second track augmenting the first by providing additional support to local 
enterprises dependent on indigenous skills and resources.

Lin Chin-Ming’s paper deals with the impact of Asian regionalism on the 
region as a whole, particularly from Taiwan’s perspective. How do countries 
respond to the changing notions of regionalism — what the author called 
“old” and “new” regionalism? Looking at China-Taiwan trade relations and 
patterns of Japanese export and output growth in the pre-Plaza Accord 
period, Lin argues that “old” regionalism dies hard, and sometimes reappears, 
intermingled with the “new” regionalism.

Chan Yuk Wah’s paper is a study of Vietnam-China relations, focusing 
on the Vietnamese adeptness in diplomatically pacifying the ambition of 
its giant neighbour so as to maintain a relatively peaceful and harmonious 
relationship through “language power” — which comprises both relational 
rhetoric and historical taciturnity and which the author defines as the language 
of “routinized intimacy and friendship rhetoric painstakingly displayed by 
state actors as well as lay people”. This tactful approach has enabled Vietnam-
China relations to remain stable and secure despite the stress and fault lines 
in the relationship.

All in all, the volume suggests that history, culture and social memories 
are some of the main factors influencing Southeast Asian relations with 
China. Current Southeast Asia relations with a rising China are affected by 
the Southeast Asian countries’ long histories of bilateral relations with China 
as well as their own differing perceptions as to how bilateral relations have 
been conducted. At the same time, however, one cannot ignore the fact that 
commerce and trade, both historical and contemporary, also play an important 
role in determining their relations. The current pursuit for concluding 
foreign trade agreements between Southeast Asian states individually and 
ASEAN as a whole with China is but one indication of the significance of 
this trade relation.

It is therefore clear that a combination of history, culture and trade affect 
Southeast Asia’s relations with China. The decision to connect or to distance 
one nation from another has created a type of tension that is both healthy 
and beneficial. Chinese influence in the region rests on a number of factors: 
China’s restraint in requesting adjustments in Southeast Asian policies to 
suit her political, economic and strategic interests, her contributions to the 
political stability of Southeast Asian regimes, and her commitments to continue 
favourable trade practices. On the other hand, Southeast Asia’s anticipation 
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of additional benefits derived from closer relations with China in the future 
will be contingent upon the pace of economic and political modernization 
of an ever-changing China.

note

1. Martin Stuart-Fox, “Southeast Asia and China: The Role of History and Culture 
in Shaping Future Relations”, Contemporary Southeast Asia 26, no. 1 (2004): 
116–39.

xvi	 Ho	Khai	Leong
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