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Chinese Foreign Relations with Weak Peripheral States: Asymmetrical
Economic Power and Insecurity in Asian Security Studies

In the 21st century geopolitical landscape, the rise of the People’s Republic of China has reshaped the contours of
international relations across Asia. While the United States, Russia, and European powers continue to exert
influence, China’s engagement with weaker peripheral states—those that are economically fragile, politically
unstable, or geographically marginal—has become a focal point of contemporary analysis. This relationship is
marked by an asymmetrical balance of power: China’s burgeoning economic might contrasts sharply with the
limited capacities of its peripheral partners. The resulting dynamics generate both opportunities and insecurities
that reverberate through the field of Asian security studies.

Defining the Key Concepts

Weak Peripheral States

Weak peripheral states are typically characterized by low GDP per capita, fragile institutions, and limited diplomatic
clout. Examples include Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, Bangladesh, and Timor Leste. Their peripheral status often
stems from colonial legacies, geographic isolation, or internal conflicts that impede development.

Asymmetrical Economic Power
Asymmetry arises when one actor—here, China—possesses far greater economic resources, technological

capabilities, and market access than its counterparts. This imbalance enables China to dictate terms of trade,
investment, and aid, creating dependency relationships.

Insecurity in the Regional Context

Insecurity refers to the uncertainty and risk that peripheral states face due to external economic leverage, internal
political fragility, and shifting alliances. It manifests in economic vulnerability, social unrest, and contested
sovereignty.

Asian Security Studies

Asian security studies is an interdisciplinary field that examines political, economic, and military factors shaping
stability across Asia. Scholars in this field analyze how power asymmetries, non state actors, and regional
institutions influence security dynamics.

Historical Roots of China’s Peripheral Engagement

China’s relationship with its neighbors dates back centuries, but the modern era saw a dramatic shift with the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI). Launched in 2013, the BRI is a multibillion dollar infrastructure and investment program
that seeks to connect China to Europe, Africa, and the Middle East through trade corridors. While the BRI's official



narrative emphasizes mutual benefit, the reality for many peripheral states is a complex blend of development
assistance and strategic dependency.

During the Cold War, China’s outreach to weak peripheral states was driven by ideological solidarity and
anti imperialist rhetoric. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) positioned itself as a champion of developing nations,
offering support to countries that felt marginalized by Western powers. This legacy continues to influence
contemporary policy, as China leverages its economic clout to secure political alignment.

The Mechanics of Economic Asymmetry

Infrastructure Investment and Debt Diplomacy

China’s primary tool for influencing peripheral states is infrastructure investment. By funding highways, railways,
ports, and energy projects, China secures access to natural resources, strategic ports, and new markets. However,
the financing often comes in the form of loans with high interest rates and restrictive conditions. In some cases, the
debt burden forces peripheral governments to cede control over critical assets—an outcome that has sparked
criticism and debate.

Trade Imbalances and Market Access

Trade between China and peripheral states is heavily skewed. China imports raw materials and agricultural
products from these countries while exporting manufactured goods, technology, and consumer products. The
resulting trade imbalances create a dependency that can be exploited for political leverage.

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and Technology Transfer

Chinese FDI flows into peripheral states are often concentrated in sectors such as mining, oil and gas, and
telecommunications. While these investments can spur local development, they also raise concerns about
environmental degradation, labor rights, and the loss of indigenous control over key industries.

Case Studies: China’s Influence in Specific Peripheral States

Laos

Laos, a landlocked country in Southeast Asia, has become a key BRI partner. China has financed the construction
of the Vientiane—Vang Vieng railway, the largest infrastructure project in Lao history. While the railway promises to
boost trade, critics argue that the high construction costs and questionable labor practices have strained the Lao
economy. Additionally, Chinese loans have raised concerns about potential sovereignty loss over critical
infrastructure.

Myanmar

Myanmar's complex political landscape has made it a target for Chinese influence. China has invested heavily in
Myanmar’s energy sector, particularly in the development of hydroelectric power plants along the Irrawaddy River.
These projects provide China with a direct source of electricity and access to the Bay of Bengal, while Myanmar
gains much-needed energy infrastructure. However, the investment has also been linked to environmental concerns
and the displacement of local communities.

Bangladesh

Bangladesh’s strategic position along the Bay of Bengal and its large textile industry make it an attractive partner
for China. Chinese investment in Bangladesh’s ports and logistics infrastructure has improved trade connectivity.
Yet, the dependence on Chinese financing has led to concerns about the country’s debt sustainability and the



potential erosion of domestic policy autonomy.

Timor Leste

Timor Leste, a small island nation in Southeast Asia, has engaged with China primarily through trade and
investment in its oil and gas sector. China’s presence in the region is seen as a counterbalance to Portuguese and
Australian interests. Nonetheless, Timor Leste’s fragile institutions struggle to negotiate terms that safeguard
national interests.

Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam: A Comparative Perspective

While each peripheral state has a distinct relationship with China, common themes emerge: heavy reliance on
Chinese infrastructure investment, trade imbalances favoring China, and growing political influence. In Cambodia,
for instance, China’s investment in the Phnom Penh-Sihanoukville railway has spurred economic growth but also
raised concerns about land acquisition and labor exploitation. Vietham, while maintaining a more cautious stance,
has increasingly engaged with Chinese investment in its technology and manufacturing sectors, leading to a
complex mix of cooperation and competition.

Security Implications of Economic Asymmetry

Strategic Depth and Military Access

China’s investments often grant it strategic depth in peripheral states. For example, the Chinese military has
established a presence in the port of Sihanoukville in Cambodia, providing a foothold in the South China Sea. This
military access enables China to project power, secure maritime routes, and counterbalance U.S. naval presence in
the region.

Political Alignment and Diplomatic Leverage

Economic dependence can translate into political alignment. Peripheral states may align their foreign policy with
China’s interests to secure continued investment or avoid debt default. This alignment can reduce the diversity of
regional alliances and create new fault lines in Asian security dynamics.

Internal Instability and Social Unrest

Large infrastructure projects can exacerbate internal tensions. Displacement of communities, environmental
degradation, and perceived inequities in resource distribution can trigger protests and civil unrest. In countries like
Laos and Myanmar, such instability has implications for regional security, as unrest can spill over borders or attract
external interference.

Regional Arms Race and Power Balancing

China’s growing influence encourages neighboring powers to respond. The United States, Japan, and India have
increased their diplomatic and economic engagement with peripheral states to counterbalance China’s presence.
This competition can lead to an arms race in diplomatic and economic tools, increasing the risk of miscalculation
and conflict.

Asian Security Studies: Theoretical Perspectives

Realist Analysis

Realists view China’s peripheral engagement as a strategic move to expand its sphere of influence. The
asymmetrical economic power provides China with leverage to secure resources and strategic positions, while
peripheral states seek economic survival. This dynamic is seen as a classic power struggle, with peripheral states



caught between great powers.

Liberal Institutionalism

Liberal scholars emphasize the role of institutions and interdependence. They argue that China’s investment can
foster economic integration and cooperation, potentially reducing conflict. However, they also caution that
asymmetry can undermine the effectiveness of institutions if weaker states lack bargaining power.

Constructivist Viewpoint

Constructivists focus on identities and norms. They examine how China’s narrative of “win win” cooperation shapes
the identities of peripheral states, encouraging them to view China as a benevolent partner. Conversely, they also
investigate how perceptions of dependency can foster resistance and identity politics that challenge China’s
influence.

Critical Security Studies

Critical scholars critique the power asymmetry that underpins China’s engagement. They highlight how economic
dependence can erode sovereignty and perpetuate inequality. They call for a re imagining of security that prioritizes
human security and equitable development.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

For Peripheral States

¢ Debt Management: Adopt transparent debt management frameworks to monitor and regulate foreign loans.

« Diversification: Seek diversified trade partners to reduce overreliance on China.

« Institutional Strengthening: Invest in governance and legal frameworks to negotiate better terms with foreign
investors.

» Public Participation: Engage civil society in project planning to ensure local interests are protected.

For China

» Transparent Financing: Provide clear terms for loans and ensure fair repayment mechanisms.

¢ Environmental Standards: Adopt stringent environmental and social safeguards for projects.

e Local Capacity Building: Invest in human capital development to empower local stakeholders.

* Regional Cooperation: Promote multilateral platforms that include peripheral states in decision making.

For Regional Powers

e Balanced Engagement: Offer alternative development models that respect sovereignty and promote
sustainable growth.

e Security Architecture: Strengthen regional security frameworks that accommodate the interests of peripheral
states.

e People to People Exchanges: Foster cultural and educational exchanges to build trust and mutual
understanding.

Future Outlook: Navigating the Complex Terrain
The future of Chinese foreign relations with weak peripheral states will be shaped by a confluence of factors:
China’s domestic priorities, the evolving geopolitical environment, and the resilience of peripheral states. As China

continues to push the BRI agenda, peripheral states will face increasing pressure to choose between economic
growth and sovereignty preservation.

Meanwhile, the international community’s response—through diplomatic engagement, economic competition, and



multilateral institutions—uwill influence whether the asymmetrical relationship evolves into a cooperative partnership
or a source of conflict. The field of Asian security studies will remain critical in unpacking these dynamics, offering
frameworks to assess risks, opportunities, and pathways toward inclusive development.

Conclusion

Chinese foreign relations with weak peripheral states epitomize the complexities of asymmetrical economic power
and insecurity in the Asian context. While China’s investment offers avenues for development, it also introduces
new layers of vulnerability and strategic contestation. Understanding these dynamics requires a multidisciplinary
lens—drawing from realist, liberal, constructivist, and critical theories—to illuminate how power, identity, and
institutions intersect in shaping regional security.

For policymakers, scholars, and stakeholders, the key lies in balancing the economic benefits of engagement with
safeguards that protect sovereignty, promote equitable development, and foster regional stability. Only through such
balanced approaches can the potential of China’s peripheral relationships be harnessed to create a more secure
and prosperous Asia.
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