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Introduc�on 
 
The combina�on of transboundary resources such as the Mekong River, regional 
development plans, and an influence narra�ve may create the necessary condi�ons for a 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) led hydro-connec�ve in Southeast Asia. Water resources 
have been a cornerstone of historical state forma�on, with water focused infrastructure 
ac�ng as a jump starter to ins�tu�onal and bureaucra�c development. In China, this has 
been iden�fied as a civiliza�onal characteris�c, with the development for control of the 
Yellow River being a core feature of state legi�macy. 
 
While water has played a historical role in state-building, it now plays a role in region-
building. Through the Belt and Road Ini�a�ve (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 geopoli�cal implica�ons in 
the region. In the case of this ar�cle, the examina�on 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 u�liza�on of hydrological infrastructure to implement state control and 
authority has been apparent throughout mul�ple dynas�es. Development of water shows 
that the implanta�on of infrastructure to tame water was central to Imperial legi�macy in 
early China. During the Song dynasty, ethnic Han infrastructure expansion into the Sichuan 
fron�er 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 Wi�ogel’s ‘Hydraulic Society’. In short, he determined that the 
transi�on to large-scale irriga�on farming, or hydraulic agriculture, resulted in a systemic 
empowerment of the state by crea�ng a dependency between the farmers and the state’s 
exper�se to manage the irriga�on 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 popula�on by becoming a tool ‘in which the state actualizes power over 
its own territory.’ Dams are emblema�c of this control. Large dams combine the ecology of 
the river, the flow of capital and labor, the poli�cal baggage of construc�on, economic 
connec�vity, and technological exper�se. This significance is revealed when using a 

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/W/bo23422176.html
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/W/bo23422176.html
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Oriental_Despotism/49be0AEACAAJ?hl=en
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/books/9780674175433
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/maos-war-against-nature/B2B796F91692D9D6E99675511C3D5FF4
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Oriental_Despotism/49be0AEACAAJ?hl=en
https://www.routledge.com/Water-Technology-and-the-Nation-State/Menga-Swyngedouw/p/book/9780367506117?srsltid=AfmBOopeXKUY5TA6b4eSgsKzBMT471wM5CC5-OtaDDQHzGF-KOXaMIRo
https://www.routledge.com/Water-Technology-and-the-Nation-State/Menga-Swyngedouw/p/book/9780367506117?srsltid=AfmBOopeXKUY5TA6b4eSgsKzBMT471wM5CC5-OtaDDQHzGF-KOXaMIRo
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/C/bo21028342.html


Journal of East Asia Security  Volume 1, Issue 1 

19 
 

technopoli�cal analysis where technologies have capabili�es that fundamentally steer the 
poli�cs, economics, environment, and society around them. Dams are built on poli�cal 
mo�va�ons, and the successful opera�on of the dams is key to fulfilling poli�cal objec�ves. 
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 iden�ty. 
 
BRI and Region-Building 
 
The BRI is a global infrastructure development ini�a�ve 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 facili�es. Within 
CICPEC the Mekong River is a cri�cal 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 por�on. 
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 nega�vely 
impac�ng the downstream flows of the Mekong. The dam induced fluctua�ons present 
challenges to downstream agricultural and ecological stability. 
 
Following regional cri�cism, there was a refocus on expor�ng China’s dam-building exper�se 
to the rest of the Mekong basin. Poli�cally, China was able to alter the landscape by 
appealing to the ‘economy-first’ mentality of the downstream states and en�ced 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 $11 billion in Lao�an 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. 
 
Shi�ing geopoli�cal landscapes is no easy feat. Regions are socially constructed and 
reshaped. Central to reshaping CICPEC is the u�liza�on of narra�ves. China’s u�liza�on of 
narra�ves 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’ narra�ve 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’ 
narra�ve.  
 
The ‘win-win’ narra�ve plays a significant role in establishing a regional iden�ty. Rather than 
cemen�ng a region through a speech-act over �me, the use of ‘win-win’ necessitates direct 
physical results. To perpetuate voluntary actors, Chinese dams in the Mekong basin must 
physically perform as adver�sed and create the connec�ve func�on. 
 
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 connec�ve infrastructure and future access by Chinese corpora�ons, the concerns 
of dependency are moun�ng. In Laos, Chinese constructed dams are expected to power 

https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262515788/entangled-geographies/
https://web.archive.org/web/20240211210904/www.mrcmekong.org/news-and-events/news/the-effects-of-chinese-dams-on-water-flows-in-the-lower-mekong-basin/
https://mekonguspartnership.org/2020/04/10/monitoring-the-quantity-of-water-flowing-through-the-upper-mekong-basin-under-natural-unimpeded-conditions/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00472336.2012.712257
https://hdl.handle.net/10356/160280
https://www.merfi.org/mekong-region-dams-database
https://www.powerchina.cn/attach/0/80534e1639394910af822ddcfd51670a.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20097357.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1163/1871191X-BJA10054
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/kjgzbdfyyq/202112/t20211205_10462536.html%3e
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/kjgzbdfyyq/202112/t20211205_10462536.html%3e


Journal of East Asia Security  Volume 1, Issue 1 

20 
 

Chinese constructed railways and Chinese constructed reloca�on 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-Connec�ve 
 
The combina�on of transboundary resources (the Mekong), regional development plans, 
and an influence narra�ve can create the necessary condi�ons for the crea�on of a hydro-
connec�ve. For this ar�cle, I define a hydro-connective as the u�liza�on 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-connec�ve. 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 construc�on 
of a cross-region energy system, the construc�on of denser urban areas, increased cross-
border training, the establishment of border-towns, the powering of other integra�ve 
infrastructure, regional ins�tu�ons, and poten�ally the crea�on of industrial parks. The 
dams built in the Mekong basin reflect the greater effort of regional economic and 
infrastructural integra�on that is analogous to Wi�ogel’s Hydraulic Society. While the 
irriga�on system was historically central to state forma�on in China, in this case, hydropower 
is the central system facilita�ng 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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