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Abstract: The advancement of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Southeast Asia is deeply embedded in the
region’s complex socio-political ecology. Southeast Asian Chinese associations, which possess both transnational
ties and local roots, play a distinctive role in this process. Taking the Federation of Chinese Associations Malaysia
(Huazong) as a case study and employing process-tracing methodology, this study systematically examines
the role practices and behavioral logic of Malaysian Chinese associations in the BRI. The findings reveal that
Chinese associations perform a “strategic intermediation” role that transcends the conventional “bridge” metaphor,
manifesting in three dimensions: as information-bridging intermediaries, they reduce bilateral information

asymmetry between China and Malaysia and facilitate cooperation opportunities; as risk-buffering intermediaries,
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they adopt prudent stances and mitigate political sensitivities when projects encounter controversy; and as identity-
discursive intermediaries, they reshape the ethnic group’s image and elevate the Chinese community’s discursive
standing through participation in transnational agendas. Driving these practices is the dynamic interplay of three
logics—interest balancing, risk aversion, and identity construction—whose relative weights are contextually
calibrated by variables such as the cyclical state of China—Malaysia bilateral relations, the intensity of domestic
party competition, and the level of project-related controversy. Nevertheless, the strategic intermediation of Chinese
associations is profoundly constrained by the boundaries of state sovereignty, the institutional framework of ethnic
politics, and shifts in the international order.

Keywords: strategic intermediation; Malaysian Chinese associations; Huazong; belt and road Initiative; dual

identity; ethnic politics
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