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Preface

The China and Southeast Asia project, initiated under the Regional Social 
and Cultural Studies (RSCS) Programme at the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 
has conducted a series of workshops since 2014, with particular attention 
to rising China and its soft power. Most recently, in September 2023, the 
programme organized an international workshop on China’s Culture and 
Its Transformation in Southeast Asia. 

The workshop focused on the contemporary and highly localized state 
of Chinese culture in Southeast Asia. Its central question was whether 
the further localization of local Chinese culture is becoming increasingly 
challenging, if not impossible, in light of China’s growing influence. The 
term “Chinese culture” is used broadly, covering topics such as language, 
literature, performing arts, films, mass media, customs, religion and 
education. 

Seventeen writers were invited to examine the current status of Chinese 
religions, language, literature and performing arts in Southeast Asia. They 
explored the local characteristics of Southeast Asian Chinese culture, their 
positions within both local Chinese and non-Chinese societies, and the 
challenges and prospects they face amid China’s rising presence. All authors 
were invited to revise and resubmit their papers; one writer, however, opted 
out for personal reasons. Nevertheless, the remaining contributions are 
included in this volume. 

Looking at the collection, it is rare to find a set of papers that examines 
contemporary Chinese culture in the Southeast Asian region, focusing on 
Chinese religions, language, literature, music and drama, particularly in 
the context of China’s rise. I am fortunate that Professor Tan Chee-Beng, 
whom I invited to attend the workshop, not only attended the entire event 
but also provided a comprehensive overview of the papers. His contribution 
makes it unnecessary for me to summarize each chapter in this preface or 
write a separate introduction for this volume. 

Readers will notice that this book is the third publication in the Rising 
China and Southeast Asia Chinese series. The first volume, Rising China and 
New Chinese Migrants in Southeast Asia (co-edited by Leo Suryadinata and 
Benjamin Loh, 2022), was followed by the second volume, Rising China’s 
Soft Power in Southeast Asia: Impact on Education and Popular Culture 



(edited by Leo Suryadinata, 2024). This third book, Rising China, Chinese 
Culture and Its Transformation in Southeast Asia, completes the series for 
now. While we plan to pause, many issues and challenges surrounding 
China’s rise and Southeast Asian Chinese remain, and we will continue to 
monitor future developments.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all the writers for their 
kind cooperation and contributions to this volume. I would also like 
to extend my gratitude to Senior Director, Research and Deputy Chief 
Executive Officer Dr Terence Chong for his interest in the subject of new 
Chinese migrants, and to Dr Norshahril Saat, Coordinator of RSCS, for 
his support of the project. Lastly, I sincerely thank my team—Gwendolyn 
Yap, Afra Alatas, Dorcas Gan, Nur Syafiqah Mohd Taufek and Siti Suhaila 
Mohd Harith—for their assistance with the project and this book.

Leo Suryadinata
16 September 2025

Singapore

viii	 preface
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