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Introduction

The combination of transboundary resources such as the Mekong River, regional
development plans, and an influence narrative may create the necessary conditions for a
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) led hydro-connective in Southeast Asia. Water resources
have been a cornerstone of historical state formation, with water focused infrastructure
acting as a jump starter to institutional and bureaucratic development. In China, this has
been identified as a civilizational characteristic, with the development for control of the
Yellow River being a core feature of state legitimacy.

While water has played a historical role in state-building, it now plays a role in region-
building. Through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in the China-Indochina Peninsula
Economic Corridor (CICPEC), China is proving that hydro-infrastructure can be the
cornerstone of a region-building endeavor with a wide range of geopolitical implications in
the region. In the case of this article, the examination of the CICPEC allows for the study of
Chinese investments in the Southeast Asia peninsula and Mekong River basin, specifically:
Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Water, Dams, and the State

Within China, the utilization of hydrological infrastructure to implement state control and
authority has been apparent throughout multiple dynasties. Development of water shows
that the implantation of infrastructure to tame water was central to Imperial legitimacy in
early China. During the Song dynasty, ethnic Han infrastructure expansion into the Sichuan
frontier created a dependence on the larger Song China commercial world. Even in the early
stages of the People’s Republic of China, Mao had a desire to tame Chinese waterways and
prove the CCP’s ‘mastery over nature.

These brief cases highlight Wittfogel’s ‘Hydraulic Society’. In short, he determined that the
transition to large-scale irrigation farming, or hydraulic agriculture, resulted in a systemic
empowerment of the state by creating a dependency between the farmers and the state’s
expertise to manage the irrigation system. This dependency evolved into a comprehensive
state with a far-reaching central authority.

Thus, the control of water and hydraulic infrastructures can enable powerful leadership to
wield control over a population by becoming a tool ‘in which the state actualizes power over
its own territory” Dams are emblematic of this control. Large dams combine the ecology of
the river, the flow of capital and labor, the political baggage of construction, economic
connectivity, and technological expertise. This significance is revealed when using a
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technopolitical analysis where technologies have capabilities that fundamentally steer the
politics, economics, environment, and society around them. Dams are built on political
motivations, and the successful operation of the dams is key to fulfilling political objectives.
This technology in a region therefore may have the ability to transfer people (labor/tourism),
transfer power, urbanize rural regions, and manage or ‘tame’ nature. Thus, the ability of an
infrastructure becomes the physical vehicle for establishing a regional identity.

BRI and Region-Building

The BRI is a global infrastructure development initiative that aims to integrate global
markets with infrastructure pathways. Projects range from airports, harbors, and railways to
industrial parks, special economic zones, electrical grids, and hydropower facilities. Within
CICPEC the Mekong River is a critical resource for the downstream states, central to the
livelihoods, economic security, and food-source for millions of people in Southeast Asia.

The first major salvo in the development of dams in the basin was seen in China’s portion.
There has been an effort to expand the hydropower capacity along the basin in China. While
these projects can help alleviate energy demands in China, these dams are negatively
impacting the downstream flows of the Mekong. The dam induced fluctuations present
challenges to downstream agricultural and ecological stability.

Following regional criticism, there was a refocus on exporting China’s dam-building expertise
to the rest of the Mekong basin. Politically, China was able to alter the landscape by
appealing to the ‘economy-first’” mentality of the downstream states and enticed them to
mirror China’s development projects. As result, from May 2016 to September 2019, China
has conducted ‘over 30 water-related capacity building, cultural exchange, and technical
training programs’. China also invested at least S11 billion in Laotian hydropower projects.
This includes the Nam Ou dam cascade (comprised of 7 separate dams), which plays a direct
role in the BRI and powers other BRI projects such as the China-Laos Railway.

Shifting geopolitical landscapes is no easy feat. Regions are socially constructed and
reshaped. Central to reshaping CICPEC is the utilization of narratives. China’s utilization of
narratives in its pitch to downstream states for increased dam development has been
centered around ‘win-win’, which it consistently uses for its BRI proposals. The BRI’s ‘win-
win’ narrative is unique, because China restricts itself to an economic/developmental space
and wants to use ‘this narrow area of economics to create a Sinosphere.” Top Chinese
leadership such as Li Zhaoxing, Wen Jiabao, and Xi Jinping have perpetuated the ‘win-win’
narrative.

The ‘win-win’ narrative plays a significant role in establishing a regional identity. Rather than
cementing a region through a speech-act over time, the use of ‘win-win’ necessitates direct
physical results. To perpetuate voluntary actors, Chinese dams in the Mekong basin must
physically perform as advertised and create the connective function.

These dams thus showcase an outward presence of Chinese economic might. With a strong
pull of economic gravity, China is becoming an economic center within CICPEC, and with the
influx of connective infrastructure and future access by Chinese corporations, the concerns

of dependency are mounting. In Laos, Chinese constructed dams are expected to power
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Chinese constructed railways and Chinese constructed relocation villages. This in turn may
provide an ample amount of development for Chinese firms to establish a foothold in Laos
and see an increase of Chinese industrial parks that embed themselves squarely in the
regional supply chain.

Hydro-Connective

The combination of transboundary resources (the Mekong), regional development plans,
and an influence narrative can create the necessary conditions for the creation of a hydro-
connective. For this article, | define a hydro-connective as the utilization of hydraulic
infrastructure in establishing a regional development through the cascading effects of the
infrastructure. In the Mekong basin, China’s cascading dam development may have begun to
create a hydro-connective. The dams have been well received by the ruling elites of the
downstream states.

What began as the investment of dams to quell disputes, has evolved into the construction
of a cross-region energy system, the construction of denser urban areas, increased cross-
border training, the establishment of border-towns, the powering of other integrative
infrastructure, regional institutions, and potentially the creation of industrial parks. The
dams built in the Mekong basin reflect the greater effort of regional economic and
infrastructural integration that is analogous to Wittfogel’s Hydraulic Society. While the
irrigation system was historically central to state formation in China, in this case, hydropower
is the central system facilitating region-building that is dependent on the CCP and its BRI.

Phillip Guerreiro is an Assistant Professor of Military and Security Studies in the Air Command
and Staff College. The views expressed in this article represent the personal views of the
author and are not necessarily the views of the Department of Defense, the Department of
the Air Force, Air University.
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