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Introduction 

Chinese Investments in Southeast Asia: Patterns and Significance by Evelyn Goh 

and Nan Liu is a timely, in-depth examination of China’s growing economic 

influence in Southeast Asia through foreign direct investments (FDIs). Over the 

past two decades, China has become an increasingly significant player in the 

region, particularly in infrastructure, energy, and strategic sectors. This book 

provides a quantitative analysis of the patterns, distribution, and political 

significance of Chinese investments in the region from 2005 to 2019. By 

incorporating both large-scale empirical data and insightful analysis, Goh and Liu 

aim to explore the strategic implications of China’s expanding economic presence 

in Southeast Asia. 

Summary of Content 

The book is divided into two sections: an overview and analysis of regionwide 

trends and a detailed quantitative report on Chinese investments in specific 

Southeast Asian countries. The first section provides a comprehensive analysis of 

Chinese investments’ growth across Southeast Asia. It outlines key trends, 

including the rapid rise of Chinese investments following the 2008 global financial 

crisis and the subsequent acceleration with the launch of the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) in 2013. Goh and Liu highlight that Chinese investments have 

increased twentyfold during this period, though China remains a relatively modest 

investor compared to the EU, Japan, and the United States. 

A major theme in this section is the diversification of Chinese investments. In 

the early 2000s, most investments were concentrated in the energy sector, but the 

2011–2019 period saw a broadening into infrastructure, metals, and other sectors. 
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The authors also note that Chinese investments have spread across all ten 

Southeast Asian countries, with Indonesia, Singapore, and Malaysia being the top 

three recipients. These countries accounted for 56% of all Chinese investments in 

the region during this period. 

In the second section, the authors provide a detailed quantitative analysis of 

Chinese investments in specific Southeast Asian countries, including Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam, Cambodia, and others. Each country chapter 

examines the volume of Chinese investments, key sectors, major projects, and 

political implications. The authors present an abundance of data in the form of 

tables, figures, and charts, allowing readers to visualize the distribution of Chinese 

investments across sectors and time. 

Critical Analysis 

The strength of Chinese Investments in Southeast Asia lies in its data-driven 

approach and thorough analysis of regionwide investment trends. The use of the 

China Global Investment Tracker dataset provides a robust foundation for the 

authors’ conclusions. By focusing on investments worth at least US$1 billion, Goh 

and Liu offer readers a clear picture of large-scale projects that have the potential 

to reshape economic and political landscapes in Southeast Asia. 

One of the book’s major contributions is its emphasis on the political and 

strategic significance of Chinese investments. The authors argue that while 

Chinese FDI offers economic opportunities for Southeast Asian countries, it also 

creates vulnerabilities, particularly in terms of dependency on China. This theme 

is especially relevant given the strategic competition between China and other 

major powers, such as the United States and Japan, in the region. The authors 

effectively illustrate how China’s growing economic presence influences regional 

geopolitics, particularly through projects like the Jakarta-Bandung High-Speed 

Railway in Indonesia or the East Coast Rail Link in Malaysia. 

However, the book is not without its limitations. While the quantitative data 

is impressive, the analysis at times feels too narrowly focused on economic 

metrics, with less attention given to the social and environmental impacts of 

Chinese investments. In addition, the book’s focus on large-scale projects may 

overlook the significance of smaller investments that, while individually modest, 

collectively contribute to China’s economic influence in the region. 
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Another potential weakness is the limited discussion of how Southeast Asian 

countries are responding to the influx of Chinese investments. While the authors 

touch on political reactions in individual countries, there is less emphasis on the 

broader regional responses, such as ASEAN’s role in managing these economic 

flows or balancing China’s influence with that of other major investors. 

Comparative Analysis 

Compared to other works on China’s economic engagement in Southeast Asia, 

Goh and Liu’s book offers a more focused analysis of FDI patterns, making it an 

essential resource for scholars and policymakers interested in understanding the 

nuances of Chinese investments. Books like China’s Belt and Road Initiative: The 

Impact on Sub-Regional Southeast Asia, edited by Christian Ploberger, Soavapa 

Ngampamuan, and Tao Song cover the implications of China’s BRI on Southeast 

Asia’s sub-regions, with analysis of infrastructure, investments, and strategic 

interests, but Chinese Investments in Southeast Asia excels in its data-centric 

approach, allowing readers to draw their own conclusions based on clear empirical 

evidence. 

The book’s emphasis on large investments contrasts with works like China’s 

Footprints in Southeast Asia edited by Maria Serena I. Diokno, Hsin-Huang 

Michael Hsiao, and lan H. Yang, the first book to survey China’s growing role in 

Southeast Asia along multiple dimensions. Goh and Liu’s detailed quantitative 

approach sets it apart, making it an essential reference for economists and regional 

strategists. 

Relevance to Current Scholarship 

Chinese Investments in Southeast Asia is a valuable addition to the growing body of 

literature on China’s economic role in Southeast Asia. The book offers insights 

into key questions about China’s long-term influence in the region, the 

vulnerabilities that come with increased foreign investment, and the strategic 

calculations made by Southeast Asian governments in balancing economic 

benefits with political risks. 

Given the increasing tensions between China and other global powers, the 

book’s exploration of economic dependencies and strategic vulnerabilities is timely 

and relevant. As Southeast Asian countries continue to negotiate their 
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relationships with China, this book provides critical data and analysis that can 

inform future policy decisions. 

Conclusion 

Chinese Investments in Southeast Asia offers a comprehensive and insightful 

examination of the patterns, distribution, and significance of Chinese investments 

in the region. Evelyn Goh and Nan Liu have produced a meticulously researched 

and data-driven analysis that will be invaluable to scholars, policymakers, and 

students of Chinese foreign policy, Southeast Asian studies, and international 

economics. 

The book’s strengths lie in its thorough quantitative analysis and its clear 

focus on the political and strategic implications of Chinese FDI. While the book 

could benefit from a more nuanced discussion of smaller investments and social 

impacts, it remains an essential resource for understanding the complex dynamics 

of China’s economic engagement in Southeast Asia. 

Sophal Ear 

Dr. Sophal Ear is associate professor in the Thunderbird School of Global 

Management at Arizona State University. His research focuses on the intersection of 

foreign policy, economic development, and governance in Asia, particularly 

Cambodia. 


