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ABSTRACT

This chapter argues that China’s engagement in mainland Southeast Asia illustrates
a new mode of hegemony: one that substitutes formal empire with economic cor-
ridors and strategic interdependence. China’s rise as a global power is reshaping
the political economy of the Global South, and the Mekong region now stands as a
revealing case of this transformation. Through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and
Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC), Beijing has fused infrastructure, influence,
and ideology into a model of state-led development that promises modernization,
but at the cost of sovereignty. In the absence of robust institutional buffers, Chinese
investments have embedded asymmetric relationships that erode state autonomy and
fragment regional coherence in Mekong Region.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the shadowed corridors of twenty-first-century geopolitics, few transforma-
tions have been as consequential as China’s emergence as a global power (Curtis &
Klaus, 2024). Now China become the world’s second-largest economy (Moe et al.,
2024). No longer a peripheral actor, China has reshaped the political and economic
terrain of the Global South (Montano Ramirez & Petersen, 2025) through a web
of calculated strategies, both overt and subtle (Xiaotong, 2025). Nowhere is this
transformation more palpable than in the Mekong region. In this strategic crucible
between South and Southeast Asia, China’s ambitions find fertile ground, projected
through grand infrastructure, economic corridors and the seduction of soft power
(Carminati, 2024).

Mekong region is a landscape of rivers, jungles, and contested histories compris-
ing Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam. The Mekong offers Beijing
more than just markets or minerals, it offers geographic leverage (Boer et al., 2015).
Withits labyrinthine riverways and fractured sovereignties, It is the connective tissue
between China’s heartland and the southern seas, a fulcrum for regional influence
where development is often indistinguishable from domination (Rodriguez Alvarez,
2024). In this arena, two frameworks encapsulate Beijing’s strategic drives. One
is the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and other, the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation
(LMC) (Siphana, 2018). Launched in 2013, BRI is not merely an economic program
but a reimagining of Asia’s very infrastructure map. Railways, special economic
zones, and hydropower dams are the instruments of a vision that binds the region
to China’s logistical orbit (Lee, 2024). Meanwhile, the LMC, introduced in 2016,
positions itself as a model of South-South cooperation. It ostensibly promots shared
development and water governance in Mekong region, even as it deepens bilateral
asymmetries that favor Beijing (Gong & Li, 2024).

This narrative is not unilinear. For all the gleam of highways and high-speed rail,
shadows gather beneath. China has bridged infrastructure gaps, expanded trade routes
and bolstered energy grids across the Mekong region. The dividends of Chinese
investment are real but so too are the costs (Ranjan & Changgang, 2021). Rising
debt burdens, environmental degradation and anxieties over national sovereignty,
the Mekong is thus not merely a theater of development. But a contested frontier
where the promises of globalization meet the perils of dependency. Understanding
this landscape demands more than technical assessments of dams and dollars. It
calls for an excavation of the power structures and strategic intentions embedded
within (Liu et al., 2025) region.

This study employs the lens of geopolitical economy to reveal the deeper under-
currents shaping China’s posture in the Mekong. Unlike conventional paradigms
that isolate state behavior within abstract notions of balance or rational interest (Sil
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