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Abstract 

As China continues to struggle with its economic slowdown following the global financial crisis, the central 

government has introduced the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as a way to renew its growth. The existing 

literature has mainly analyzed the BRI from a state-centric perspective, primarily analyzing it as a well-

defined and predetermined development project that has emerged from the strategic calculations of the 

central government. However, a state-centric perspective neglects the relevance of the subnational scale, 

overlooking the multi-scalar dynamics between the central and provincial government in shaping the policy 

content of the BRI. To overcome state-centrism, we adopt a historical-geographical materialist perspective 

through which we analyze the polymorphic character of Chinese state spatiality and how spatial planning is 

leveraged by central and provincial governments to resolve structural challenges confronting the continued 

reproduction of capital accumulation. 

Drawing upon critical realist methodology, we conduct a case study on the China-Indochina Penin-

sula Economic Corridor (CICPEC), which represents one of the six constituent corridors of the BRI, 

based on the dialectical method to elucidate in which ways it has constituted a policy response to the chal-

lenges arising from the transforming political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi since 1978. We 

find that the CICPEC has been a path-dependent outcome to the challenges of uneven development be-

tween Yunnan and Guangxi and the coastal region. The central and provincial governments have jointly 

issued a double-opening strategy, consisting of two co-evolving state spatial strategies premised on: (a) in-

ter-regional integration through the Western Development Strategy (WDS); and (b) extra-regional integra-

tion in the form of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). We show that CICPEC represents the culmina-

tion of this multi-layered state spatial restructuring process, extending on both the WDS and the GMS. 

Furthermore, the partial recentralization of extra-regional integration processes under the CICPEC serves 

the purpose of improving the functional coordination between the coastal and western regions and their 

joint integration with global production networks. 
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1. Introduction 

Before China’s encounter with capitalist modernity in 1978, it was one of the world's least developed econ-

omies with hundreds of millions of people suffering from extreme poverty. Following China’s rapid inte-

gration with the global economy, which has been accompanied by exceptional rates of economic growth 

for several decades, its model of development has been celebrated as a blueprint for other emerging econ-

omies to follow (Li, Brødsgaard, and Jacobsen 2010; Peerenboom 2014). However, after the recent finan-

cial crisis, the Chinese economy has failed to live up to previous expectations, as a result of which several 

scholars have contended that the Chinese model of development is “running out of steam” and is merely 

upholding its economy through an outdated, debt-fueled regime of overinvestment and low value-added 

exporting (Ma and Laurenceson 2016; OECD-WTO 2015; Xu 2015). Confronted with a pessimistic eco-

nomic outlook, the Chinese central government has experienced an intense political vertigo, compelling 

them to evaluate the possibility of introducing new reform initiatives that can restore its sources of legiti-

mation (Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014). 

         The central government has responded to these crisis tendencies by stipulating that China has en-

tered a ‘new normal’ under which the institutional foundations of its political economy is in urgent need of 

being rebalanced. The narratives underpinning the new normal have constituted the political and ideologi-

cal blueprint through which the central government has communicated its new ambitions to achieve the 

“Great Rejuvenation” of the Chinese nation. To this end, the key initiative to renew the growth model of 

China has been the initiation of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), anticipated to be the largest infrastruc-

ture project in the world to which more than $1 trillion will be channeled in the next several decades. 

 The existing academic literature has primarily analyzed the BRI from a state-centric perspective, 

theorizing China as a unitary actor principally defined by the political decisions issued by the central gov-

ernment. In consequence, scholars have primarily studied the geopolitical and national-economic motives 

of the BRI, overlooking the relevance of the subnational scale. However, as China is a continent disguised 

as a country, characterized as one of the most decentralized systems of federal governance in the world 

(Zhang and Peck 2016), it is necessary to incorporate a multi-scalar perspective to properly understand the 

sociospatial implications of the BRI. To this end, we analyze the China-Indochina Peninsula Economic 

Corridor (CICPEC), which represents one of the six constituent corridors of the BRI, to illustrate how 

multi-scalar processes have shaped its emergence. As the planned path of the CICPEC starts in Yunnan 
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and Guangxi and extends across their Southeast Asian neighboring countries, our subsequent analysis has 

been guided by the following research question: 

  

In which ways has the initiation of the China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor (CICPEC) 

been a policy response to the challenges arising from the transforming political-economic geogra-

phy of Yunnan and Guangxi since 1978? 

  

We argue that the CICPEC is a path-dependent outcome in response to the uneven development that has 

been structurally inscribed in China’s model of development. By path dependence, we specifically mean 

that the political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi has been locked into a particular develop-

mental pattern, which has shaped the policy options that has been mobilized by the central and provincial 

governments in response to regulatory dilemmas and challenges of uneven development (see Mahoney and 

Schensul 2006; Torfing 1999). We have investigated this research question using a historical-geographical 

materialist perspective (Brenner 2004; Harvey 2011; Kirsch 2009; Swyngedouw 1999), which explicitly the-

orizes the relationship between state spatiality (the scalar-cum-territorial logic of statehood) and the capital-

ist mode of production (the spatial logic of capital). State spatiality refers to how state actors organize state 

institutions through scalar and territorial relations to produce the context within which the dynamics of 

capital accumulation are realized (Jessop 2016b). From this perspective, a historical-geographical materialist 

perspective analyzes state spatiality as a dynamic, open-ended and continuously renegotiated process, 

which is mobilized by Chinese state actors to secure the continued reproduction of capital accumulation on 

both the national and subnational scale. 

This dynamic view of the sociospatial relations stands in stark contrast to the state-centric perspec-

tive, which implicitly theorizes state spatiality as a fixed and ontologically given platform, overlooking their 

contingent co-evolution with economic, political and ideological relations and structures. China has notably 

relied on a state spatial project predicated on regionally decentralized governance, which has consistently 

harnessed spatially selective state spatial strategies to promote economic development. Within the context 

of regionally decentralized governance, Yunnan and Guangxi form a dialectical, part-whole relationship 

with the Chinese national economy, through which it has internalized the sociospatial dynamics structurally 

inscribed in the national model of development. Thus, to understand the political-economic geography of 

Yunnan and Guangxi, we will analyze how the provinces have been embedded within the broader process-

es of sociospatial transformation of China’s national economy. 
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The paper consists of six sections and will proceed in the following way. Section 2 will summarize the ex-

isting findings in the academic literature to highlight the need to study the emergence of CICPEC through 

a multi-scalar analysis of the political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi. We justify our choice 

of case study and detail the primary purpose of our analysis. 

 Section 3 will justify why the paper employs a critical realist philosophy of science, from which per-

spective we argue that critical realism can be interpreted as a modern reconstruction of the historical mate-

rialist research methodology. Afterward, we present the theoretical framework with which we will analyze 

the case of Yunnan and Guangxi, which we base on a theoretical extension and operationalization of the 

regulation theory, focusing on the spatialized aspects of the economic, political and ideological domains of 

the Chinese model of development. The section is concluded with an account of the methodology that has 

been employed, articulating the various analytical moments of our analysis. 

 Section 4 transitions to the meso-level of analysis and conducts a historical contextualization of the 

Chinese model of development from 1978 until today. We analyze the accumulation strategy, state spatial 

project, and spatial imaginary around which China’s model of development has been organized. This is fol-

lowed by an analysis of the initial layer of state spatial restructuring that was initiated in 1988, the coastal 

development strategy, by the central government to accelerate the integration of the coastal region with 

global production networks. 

 Section 5 the paper moves to the concrete-complex level of analysis, which analyzes the evolution 

of the political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi through a multi-scalar analysis of the modes 

of sociospatial regulation that have guided the political-economic development of the provinces, by inves-

tigating the inter- and extra-regional integration processes initiated by the central government and Yunnan 

and Guangxi.  

 Section 6 concludes the paper with a meso-level discussion on the future of China’s regionally de-

centralized state spatial project given the recentralization of power under the BRI and CICPEC. We raise 

the open-ended question whether we will observe the deepening of recentralization or decentralization in 

the future, especially given the context of the normalization of extra-regional integration. 
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2. The Belt and Road Initiative within the context of the New Normal 

The following section proceeds in three steps. The first subsection presents the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) as comprehensive policy program in reaction to the new normal, followed by a critical evaluation of 

the competing theorizations and analyses on its underlying causes and motives. The second subsection de-

fends the case of expanding the existing literature on the BRI with a critical spatial perspective, and the re-

jection of state-centric assumptions that are implicitly reproduced in the existing literature. We argue in-

stead that the BRI needs to be analyzed as an agglomeration of various differentiated subnational spatial 

strategies, each of which is path-dependent outcomes of both shared and unique historical legacies. Thus, 

rather than treating the BRI as an internally consistent development project that has a structured coher-

ence, the appropriate analytical entry-point to understand the BRI is to look at the constituent corridors of 

which it is comprised. The third subsection justifies why we specifically focus on CICPEC as a case study. 

2.1 The Belt and Road Initiative as a rebalancing mechanism of the Chinese 
political economy 

Xi Jinping announced in autumn 2013 the development of a land-based ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ and a 

sea-based ‘Maritime Silk Road of the 21st century’ as a comprehensive infrastructure project, in which up 

to US$1 trillion would be pledged and invested over the next decades (Ferdinand 2016). The BRI will see 

the development of six major economic corridors extending over vast regions in Asia, Europe, and Africa 

that in total account for 65% of the world population and 30% of global GDP (Huang 2016). The Nation-

al Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Com-

merce issued jointly in 2015 the first official and authoritative blueprint of the BRI titled Vision and Actions 

on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road (Qin, Zhou, and Luo 2017). 
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Figure 2.1 – The six economic corridors of the BRI 

Source: (Schnider 2017) 

 

Due to the comprehensiveness of the BRI, it will predictably have a considerable impact on the global po-

litical economy. As a historical comparison, the exceptional size of the project is predicted to massively 

overshadow the post-war Marshall plan, to which only US$13 billion (US$140 billion in 2017-dollar value) 

was allocated. The majority of the contributions in the current literature on the BRI can be broadly placed 

in the dichotomy between geopolitical and national-economic motives. Commentators defending the for-

mer have underscored that the BRI must be viewed as a form of geopolitical maneuvering, which endeav-

ors to (directly or indirectly) expand the strategic influence of China (Cheng 2016; Dellios 2017; Kolosov et 

al. 2017; Tekdal 2017). Proponents of the latter have stressed that, while geopolitical motives are relevant, 

the BRI grapples with far more urgent national-economic challenges and regulatory dilemmas that are en-

dangering the stability of the Chinese political economy (Cai 2017; Huang 2016; Pantucci and Lain 2016b). 

The next two sections will discuss the main findings of the state-centric studies of the BRI. 
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2.1.1 Geopolitical motives of the BRI 

The Obama Administration initiated the ‘pivot to Asia’ strategy in 2011 as a strategic shift in the focus of 

US foreign policy from the Middle East and Europe to the emerging economies in Asia (Cai 2017; 

Pantucci and Lain 2016a). The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) has been the most notable policy initiative 

to contain the influence of China, as it intends to establish a regional trading bloc that excludes the partici-

pation of China. By lowering tariffs and removing non-tariff barriers, the TPP would lead to a substantive 

welfare loss for China due to the diversion of trade flows and worsening terms of trade (Sikdar and 

Mukhopadhyay 2017). 

Commentators have readily interpreted the BRI as a counter-strategy to the ‘pivot to Asia’ strategy, 

as it will enable China to reassert its political and economic influence by strengthening its connectivity with 

Asia, Europe and Africa (Blanchard and Flint 2017). Following Trump’s rejection of the TPP, the strategic 

impediments of the BRI have been mitigated (Cai 2017). Furthermore, the BRI forms a synergy with Chi-

na’s long-term economic interests of internationalizing the Renminbi, as well as establishing new outlets to 

allocate their large foreign currency reserves. Peter Ferdinand (2016) remarks that the proliferation of in-

vestment opportunities will enable China to develop more uses of the Renminbi, improving their experi-

ence with operating it as an international currency. Moreover, China is currently holding world’s largest 

reserve of foreign currencies, and the principal holder of US debt, which it can slowly drain through fi-

nancing projects domestically and abroad (Tung 2016). 

From a geopolitical point of view, the principal strategic priority of the BRI is to contest US pres-

ence in Asia. Xi Jinping has on multiple occasions, in particular during his attendance in the 16th China-

ASEAN summit, emphasized through historical narratives how “Southeast Asia has since ancient times 

been an important hub along the ancient Maritime Silk Road” (XI, cited in Qin et al. 2017:13). Khanindra 

Das (2017) observes that a majority of the currently approved infrastructure projects along the BRI have 

primarily been initiated in Asia, corroborating its strategic priority. China has established a Silk Road Fund 

(SRF) in which so far US$40 billion has been allocated to finance the initial phases of financing. Contribu-

tions have been made by a combination of state-owned banks and regional development organizations, 

such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the BRICS-led New Development Bank 

(NDB), which have thereby implicitly lent their support to the BRI. 

Zhao Minghao (2016), a research fellow in the Central Committee of the CPC, stresses that the 

BRI will bring opportunities to deepen EU-China trade and investment cooperation. Especially Central 
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and Eastern European (CEE) countries have been strategic targets for the BRI, which have been perceived 

as gateways to the rest of the EU. As the EU has been China’s largest trade partner for 12 consecutive 

years, strengthening the cooperative ties between the regions will thus have considerable effects on the 

global balance of power, improving China’s position in the global political order. On December 2014, 

Premier Li Keqiang declared the intention of China to improve infrastructure construction, cooperation in 

production capacity, and financial support to realize a political environment within which regional ties 

could be deepened. While China-EU relations are ripe with opportunities, the BRI is still confronted with a 

number of challenges due to the deficit of trust between the regions. In particular, there are fears among 

politicians about China using the BRI to divide Europe, and “thereby aggravating internal disunity” 

(Minghao 2016:115). 

Africa also constitutes an important and long-term strategic partner, as it will be home to more 

than 20% of the world’s population in 2020, representing an immense regional economy that will rapidly 

expand in the next several decades. Investing in Africa is not without historical precedent, as China has in 

the recent 10 years concluded many bilateral trade agreements with the regions and correspondingly in-

creased its investments (Chen 2016). In recent years, China has only accounted for 5% of the FDI flows to 

Africa, reflecting its diminutive role in the development of the regional economy. Through the BRI, new 

opportunities will rise to increase its presence and strengthen its regional presence. Kolosov et al. (2017) 

also argue that the BRI can be viewed as an ideological contestation of Western-led globalization – which 

has carried connotations of neo-colonialism – by replacing it with principles of ‘Chinese-style globalization’ 

that purportedly emphasize on peace, development, and cooperation. From this perspective, the BRI will 

likely be a welcome change of pace in the process of integration of African countries with global markets, 

adumbrating a more inclusive environment that will more readily safeguard their sovereign interests. 

2.1.2 National-economic motives of the BRI 

The transition towards a new normal has been intimated on numerous occasions by domestic and foreign 

commentators, who for several years have warned about the fault lines and contradictory tendencies struc-

turally inscribed in China’s model of development (Hung 2008; Palley 2006; Panitch and Gindin 2013). Its 

dependence on an export-oriented and investment-driven growth strategy has revealed to be the proverbial 

double-edged sword that has concurrently produced a growth regime that is “highly complementary and 

deeply contradictory” (Mulvad 2014:206). While it has been possible to temporarily contain and defer these 

crisis tendencies over the last several decades, the reverberating shocks during the recent financial crisis 
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have made the contradictions overflow, rendering their destabilizing tendencies more pronounced. From 

this perspective, commentators have viewed the BRI as a potential panacea to two contradictory tendencies 

on the national-economic level. 

First, China’s reliance on its investment-driven growth strategy, with investment rates continuously 

exceeding 40% of GDP, has resulted in a critical level of excess capacity in its state-owned heavy industries 

(such as steel, coal, cement, shipbuilding and automobile) that the local, regional and global economy has 

not been able to absorb effectively (Zhang and Freestone 2013). As state institutions have continuously 

subsidized the industries, a significant proportion of the SOEs has sustained negative cash flows for multi-

ple years, signifying a suboptimal use of economic resources (European Chamber of Commerce 2016). 

From this perspective, the BRI has been interpreted as a rebalancing strategy that seeks to mitigate the ex-

cess capacity by initiating a large number of infrastructure projects along the six economic corridors that 

will increase the demand for coal, steel, concrete, and aluminum for the next thirty years (Cai 2017; Rolland 

2017; Tekdal 2017; Wang 2017). 

Second, the economic miracle of China has in part been predicated on its low-wage labor regime, 

which has enabled it to capture a range of low value-added activities in global production networks 

(GPNs). While this strategy has successfully enabled China to enter the ranks of middle-income countries, 

some commentators have warned that it might fall into the so-called middle-income trap. The middle-

income trap refers to a situation in which a country experiences a rise in wages and therefore increased 

production costs, but experiences an insufficient increase in productivity to compete with more developed 

economies (R. Das 2017; Yu and Zhang 2015; Zhang and Chen 2017). In this light, Yiping Huang (2016) 

views the BRI as an important strategic step to overcoming the middle-income trap as inserting the inland 

regions into GPNs will make it possible to transfer its low value-added activities to the inland, while up-

grading the coastal regions to accommodate for technological innovation. 

2.2 The Belt and Road Initiative as a state spatial strategy 

While the extensive coverage of the BRI in policy papers and by the mass media has enriched our under-

standing of its underlying motives, critical scholarship on the topic remains currently severely limited. 

Blanchard and Flint (2017) argue that the current literature has primarily been descriptive, as it has shied 

away from the use of theoretical concepts and frameworks, and thus avoided critical analyses of the politi-

cal-economic ramifications of the BRI. We elaborate on this apposite criticism by adding that there is an 

urgent need for a critical interrogation of the sociospatial relations, interactions, and processes underpin-
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ning the BRI, insofar as its implementation will profoundly reorganize the institutional geographies of Chi-

na and its relationship to the rest of the global political economy. The failure to explicitly incorporate a crit-

ical spatial perspective has manifested itself in the existing literature as a generalized deficit in theoretical 

and methodological reflexivity, which implicitly has reproduced state-centric assumptions mirrored in the 

prevailing analyses of the subject. 

         For present purposes, state-centrism refers to the geographical assumption that the national scale is 

the primary institutional site from which the social relations, interactions, and processes governing the de-

velopment of the BRI emanates. A clear example of this state-centric assumption is when the BRI is exclu-

sively analyzed as a national development project that primarily resolves political-economic challenges originat-

ing from the national scale. Another example is when the geopolitical motives of the BRI are theorized with-

in a theoretical paradigm of inter-state relations, under which the international arena is conceptualized as 

an institutional space populated by nation-states that represent unitary actors on which a uniform set of 

assumptions about their identities and interests can be overlain. However, a fundamental misconception 

about the BRI is to conceptualize it as a project containing “well-defined, fixed, and pre-determined (mari-

time and land) routes and transects” (Liu cited in Sidaway and Woon 2017:592). In contrast, it represents 

an agglomeration of regionally differentiated subnational development strategies, which has unfolded 

through a contingent process of multi-scalar interactions intersecting the national, regional, and provincial 

scales. From this perspective, a commitment to state-centric assumptions negates the various subnational 

integration dynamics and processes from which the six economic corridors of the BRI have emerged 

(Ploberger 2017:289). Thus, it is necessary to adopt a theoretical framework that is cognizant of these soci-

ospatial particularities to understand the concrete-complex mechanisms that undergird the development of 

the BRI. 

         Rather than viewing the BRI simply as a stable and pre-given development project, it can be in-

structive to also analyze it as a spatial imaginary, forming a discursive network of complementary and con-

tradictory hegemonic visions about the organization of competing and mutually imbricated regionalized 

development projects (see Jessop 2009; Sum 2013). The dialectical relationship between complementarities 

and contradictions reveals that the BRI is an open-ended project that continuously unfolds through a pro-

cess of contestation between competing hegemonic visions about the restructuring of Chinese state spatial-

ity. 
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2.2.1 State spatial strategies confronting the legacy of uneven regional development 

China’s growth paradigm following its modernization and liberalization reforms was predicated on a spa-

tially selective growth strategy that encouraged the coastal regions to develop ahead of the inland regions, 

which resulted in exceptional levels of regional polarization (Zhao and Tong 2000). Whereas the coastal 

regions have been able to functionally integrate with GPNs, the land-locked inland regions have remained 

relatively isolated without sufficient access to international trade and foreign direct investment (FDI). Hao 

and Wei (2010) have established that the twelve coastal provinces have continuously accounted for around 

80-90% of total international trade and FDI between 1979-2004, although they only account for 38% of 

the total Chinese population and 10% of China’s total territory (Lemoine et al. 2014). In consequence, the 

coastal provinces have been responsible for 65% of the total GDP in 2009, enjoying a GDP per capita 

50% higher than the national average (Chovanec 2011). 

As the patterns of uneven development started to spiral out of control, the CCP initiated two 

rounds of a policy program called the Western Development Strategy (WDS), first implemented in 2000 

and thereafter renewed in 2010, to close the developmental gap between the coast and inland regions 

(Zhang and Peck 2016). Through successive rounds of investments in infrastructure, linking the land-

locked inland with the coast, the western regions initially managed to enjoy consecutive years of high 

growth. It was assumed that, by improving regional connectivity, it would provide the incentives for for-

eign capital to flow into the underdeveloped inland regions facilitate their functional integration with 

GPNs. However, despite the initial enthusiasm about the growth potential of these regions, the total share 

of national GDP contributed by the western regions has remained low as the economic development of 

the coastal regions have continued to surge ahead (Hao and Wei 2010). Yuwing Wu (2009) explains that 

the developmental gap has persisted primarily because attempts to integrate the western inland regions with 

GPNs have been in direct competition with the coastal regions over the same value-added functions. In 

other words, the inland regions did not have the structural competitiveness (due to its relative backward-

ness in infrastructural development) to effectively contest the coastal regions, as a result of which they have 

trailed behind. In view of this, unless the inland and coast differentiate their integration strategies with 

GPNs, whereby the coastal regions upgrade their industries to pursue higher value-added functions, it is 

unlikely that industrial capacities and functions will effectively be transferred to the inland. 

What is common among all the six corridors of which the BRI is comprised is that they all endeav-

or to enhance the extra-regional connectivity and integration of the underdeveloped inland. In this light, 
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the BRI is unmistakably a path-dependent outcome of and policy extension of the WDS.  We argue that an 

integral function of the BRI is to serve as a nationally coordinated regional development strategy to con-

front the spatial contradictions encapsulated in China’s post-Maoist growth strategy, and the repeated fail-

ure of past policy programs to resolve them over the past several decades (see also Jian and Xiaoqin 2015; 

Summers 2016). However, while the WDS represents the shared historical legacy of the six economic cor-

ridors, the six economic corridors represent differentiated provincial spatial projects, each of which are 

pursuing their respective spatial strategies. This interpretation is corroborated in the 12th five-year program 

(FYP) released in 2010, which signaled the strategic ambitions to open up inland border regions and there-

by extend on many long-standing visions by the CCP to promote various subnational development pro-

jects. 

2.3 The China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor 

We have chosen to investigate the CICPEC, which represents one of the six constituent corridors of the 

BRI. The NDRC has announced that the planned path of the CICPEC serves the purpose of enhancing 

the regional cooperation and connectivity between China and ASEAN. To this end, the CCP takes ad-

vantage of its existing participation in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), of which Yunnan and 

Guangxi are a part, to leverage the existing regional integration mechanisms already available. The CICPEC 

offers an instructive case study on the state spatial restructuring process involved in the BRI, insofar as 

Yunnan and Guangxi have been celebrated for many years as the most promising provinces with the great-

est growth potential (Li and He 2014; Zhu 2010). Located in the southwestern part of China, the growth 

potential of the two provinces is in part explained by the multiple overlapping regional integration schemes 

in which the two provinces are participating, rendering them a nodal point in China’s richly textured space 

economy. The modest ambition of our case study, then, is to illustrate the following: (a) to prove the gen-

eral relevance of analyzing the BRI from a critical spatial perspective, and (b) to establish, more specifically, 

that BRI is the outcome of a path-dependent and multi-scalar spatial layering process. 

The need for a critical spatial perspective is evidenced by the 12th FYP released in 2010, which un-

veiled that a fundamental component of China’s transition towards a new normal, and the realization of a 

more balanced growth model, required that the uneven development between China’s coastal and inland 

regions had to be mitigated once and for all. The proposed strategy in the 12th FYP championed a spatial 

restructuring process of “opening up”, whereby underdeveloped regions and provinces that had hitherto 

been marginalized from GPNs would now be spatially targeted for new rounds of regional development, 
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reform, and innovation. Yunnan and Guangxi have been central to this spatial restructuring strategy, as 

they have been announced as “bridgeheads” intended to facilitate the regional integration and cooperation 

between China and ASEAN. Summers (2016) notes that this process of opening up is double-layered - or 

more aptly described as a double-opening process - insofar as it refers not only to the external opening of 

borders to neighboring countries (extra-regional integration) but involves also the simultaneous process of 

opening up internally between Chinese provinces to promote the development of regional spaces of capital 

accumulation (inter-regional integration). 

When the CICPEC is analyzed in relation to the double-opening strategy outlined in the 12th FYP, 

it becomes clear that a critical spatial perspective is necessary as the transformation of Chinese state spatial-

ity has been fundamentally shaped by the regulatory dilemmas and challenges confronting the central and 

provincial governments as they have struggled historically to secure the continuous reproduction of capital 

accumulation. This observation justifies the Marxist theoretical perspective on capital accumulation as an 

unstable process, pervaded by contradictory tendencies, that is in constant need of renewal and stabiliza-

tion. Analyzing the BRI from a critical spatial perspective implies that we must recognize it as a path-

dependent process that is the outcome of multi-scalar and multi-layered dynamics. We underscore the rele-

vance of these perspectives in the three following ways by way of our case study on the CICPEC. 

First, the CICPEC can be fruitfully viewed as a path-dependent process, since it has been informed 

by the political aim to counteract the debilitating effects of uneven geographical development on the re-

production of capital accumulation. Historically, Yunnan and Guangxi have consistently ranked among the 

poorest provinces in China, largely excluded from the impetus of rapid modernization enjoyed by the east-

ern coastal provinces during the reform periods in the late 1970s. However, their relative exclusion from 

the initial rounds of modernization and subsequent economic underdevelopment are not the effects of 

pure chance but should instead be viewed as the path-dependent outcome of the coastal development 

strategy pursued by the CCP in the 1980s. Thus, policy decisions enacted in the past are now confronting 

the CCP as new regulatory dilemmas and challenges, to which it has chosen to respond with a “double-

opening” strategy encapsulated in the BRI. 

Second, we analyze the CICPEC as a multi-layered process, insofar as the problem of uneven geo-

graphical development has been looming large for many decades, receiving substantial policy recognition 

from the CCP already during the 1990s. The BRI should thus not be viewed as a spontaneous policy that 

has emerged ex nihilo but is much more usefully considered as the product of an open-ended process of 

trial-and-error that has succeeded, and developed upon, past policy initiatives aimed at redressing uneven 
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geographical development. From this perspective, we argue that the CICPEC and the “double-opening” 

strategy must be analyzed as the continuation of the WDS and the GMS, constituting secondary layers on 

these two preceding regional development strategies that date back to the 1990s and 2000s. More specifi-

cally, the WDS and GMS are respectively inter-regional and extra-regional integration strategies in which 

Yunnan and Guangxi have participated for many years, implying that the “double-opening” strategy is 

more aptly analyzed as a strategic extension on existing policy initiatives, rather than a policy innovation per 

se. 

Last, we analyze the CICPEC as a multi-scalar process rejecting assumptions pertaining to meth-

odological nationalism that ontologically prioritize the national scale as the dominant geographical scale of 

analysis. This claim against methodological nationalism should be evaluated in relation to the historically 

inherited sociospatial configuration of China’s political economy, which has been predicated on a regionally 

decentralized system that leverages a strategy of inter-scalar management. In effect, we should not view the 

CICPEC as a state spatial project that is orchestrated exclusively on the national scale - directed top-down 

by the CCP - but a project that is building on the proactive integration initiatives by Yunnan and Guangxi.  
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3. State spatial processes and the mode of sociospatial regulation: a his-
torical-geographical framework for analysis 

The particularistic nature of capitalist development renders it impossible to identify any transhistorical 

mechanisms that wholly determine the trajectory of development of any given capitalist society (van der 

Pijl 1998). However, while historical-geographical materialism cannot provide any deterministic accounts 

of the dynamics of Chinese capitalism, it provides the theoretical and methodological apparatus nonethe-

less to understand the capitalist mode of abstract as a rational abstraction. From understanding the essen-

tial relations of the capitalist mode of production, we thereby gain an analytical entry-point to understand 

how Chinese capitalism has manifested itself as a concrete-complex phenomenon and its influence on the 

political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi. 

The following section will proceed in three steps. First, we present the ontological, epistemological, 

and methodological assumptions underpinning the study of the capitalist mode of production as a rational 

abstraction. Second, we explain the necessity of incorporating a critical spatial perspective on the capitalist 

mode of production, insofar as its concrete expression is invariably space-bounded and place-specific. The 

constellation of processes that define capital accumulation is particularized and concretized through soci-

ospatial processes. This is followed by a theoretical inquiry into the spatial logic of capitalism, namely une-

ven development, and its potential for destabilizing capital accumulation. Last, we present a meso-level 

theoretical framework to study the scalar-cum-territorial logic of the Chinese state and its model of devel-

opment, detailing how it has coalesced around an ensemble of durable sociospatial arrangements, which 

leverages state spatial planning to temporarily contain and displace contradictory sociospatial tendencies 

confronting capital accumulation processes. To this end, we have modified the Regulation Approach to 

incorporate a spatialized perspective. 

3.1 Critical realism and capitalism as a rational abstraction 

Marx’s meta-theoretical oeuvre encapsulates epistemological, ontological, and methodological assumptions 

that are homologous with the critical realist tradition, which can be interpreted as a modern reconstruction 

of the historical materialist research methodology (Sum and Jessop 2013a). Through his critical reappraisal 

and exegesis of Marxist methodology, Roy Bhaskar provided in-depth elaborations, reinterpretations, and 

clarifications on the generalized method through which Marx analyzed the capitalist mode of production 

(Nielsen 2002). In this sense, both historical materialism and critical realism are meta-theoretical traditions 
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premised on “an ontology that is deep, differentiated and stratified” (Bergene 2007:12), serving as a critique 

against positivist traditions that epistemologically and methodologically prioritize empiricist assumptions 

about social reality. Bhaskar's (1998) principal objection against positivism is its disposition to commit the 

epistemic fallacy, through which the experience and knowledge of entities are conflated with the nature of 

their being. The question “what is X?” is thereby mistakenly reduced to “how do we know X?” (Collier 

1994:75). In contrast, critical realism subscribes to an ontology maintaining that the internal relations, 

structures, and mechanisms responsible for the latent causal properties of entities exist independently of 

human experience. From this perspective, realist ontology can be further conceptually unpacked by analyti-

cally separating social reality into three domains: real, actual, and empirical (Craib and Benton 2011:8; 

Danermark 2001). 

Whereas positivism subscribes to a flat ontology in which social reality is collapsed into a single 

dimension - namely the empirical - critical realism adheres to a deep ontology that exposes the epistemo-

logical limitations of human faculties. Within the context of a deep ontology, the causal structures and 

mechanisms of entities operate in the real domain, deriving their causal powers from their internal proper-

ties. These causal powers and liabilities are described as tendencies, as they only trigger if they interact with 

a particular range of causal inputs, but remain in most circumstances latent as the right conditions do not 

necessarily obtain (Danermark 2001:55). This is because social reality is an open system in which a multi-

tude of structures and mechanisms form a constellation of “co-determining events, overlapping, reinforc-

ing or counteracting one another” (Belfrage and Hauf 2017:254). When examining the capitalist mode of 

production, then, it is not possible to secure experimental closure whereby the researcher can control the 

exact causal input(s) that enter the object of analysis, wherefore it cannot be expected that the alignment of 

input-output can consistently be realized to produce a “constant conjunction of events”. Hence, the laws 

of motion of capitalism for which Karl Marx was searching should not be confused with the empiricist-

cum-positivist interpretation of laws, according to which they are defined as constant conjunctions of 

events that are susceptible to empirical observation. In contradistinction, laws should be understood as 

tendencies that are capable of exhibiting some degree of variance, liable to be counteracted through their 

encounter and interaction with other structures and mechanisms. 

 Whereas the real refers to the domain in which mechanisms and structures operate, the actual en-

capsulates the events that are generated by the agglomeration of mechanisms that interact in a given 

bounded context. However, the empirical domain to which human faculties have access affords us only 

with a partial understanding of the underlying structures and mechanisms in the real domain, as well as the 
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totality of events in the actual domain, granted that our experience of the world only captures an epistemic 

subset of our complex social reality. While we analyze a particular aspect of capitalism, then, we might not 

necessarily register all the events that occur between the mechanisms as they can be imperceptible or alto-

gether absent because the mutually counteracting influences of various structures and mechanisms have 

nullified each other (Steinmetz 1998). A deep ontology, in other words, poses a range of methodological 

challenges that obstruct the vision of the researcher from the object of study. In view of these challenges, 

critical realism and historical materialism have been anchored in a firm theoretical basis that critically scru-

tinizes the abstract-simple level of analysis, which serves as the methodological entry-point to uncover the 

concrete-complex. 

3.1.1 Marxist theories on the cell-form of the capitalist mode of production 

Marx (1887) argues in the first volume of Capital that the generalization of the commodity-form is the eco-

nomic cell form of the capitalist mode of production. By leveraging a method of abstraction, also known as 

retroduction, Marx established that the essential and invariable determination of the capitalist mode of 

production is articulated through the social form of commodities. More specifically, retroduction refers to 

the methodological procedure whereby you identify the necessary conditions and relations for a purported 

mechanism or structure to exist (Belfrage and Hauf 2017). Through this retroductive process, Marx argued 

that the constitution of capitalism is encapsulated in the commodity-form that comprises a definite set of 

social relations, “which give the things enmeshed within these relations their specific content as social ob-

jects” (Sheikh 1990). These social relations in turn structurally enable and constrain the agency of social 

agents, establishing the foundational logic upon which the capitalist system is built. From this perspective, 

the commodity-form is the institutional logic of the capitalist system that figures as the motive force secur-

ing the social processes through which its continued reproduction is systematically realized. More specifi-

cally, it is an institutional logic predicated on the principle of self-valorization, which is carried forward by 

an inexorable drive towards expansion: both into socialized spheres - such as the state, education system, 

family, religion, and so on - and geographically across territorial boundaries, embedded localities, and scalar 

hierarchies. Under the logic of self-valorization, the functional purpose of capital is principally to generate 

profits, rendering commodities objects that are produced with the purpose being exchanged to make a 

profit (Polanyi 1957). 

The expansion of the commodity-form into socialized spheres has historically involved a compre-

hensive restructuring of society, that is, by facilitating the universalization of commodity production as the 
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dominant mode of socio-economic reproduction of a given society. Generalized commodity production is 

constituted by a complex of networks, circuits, and flows of production, exchange, and consumption that 

enable capital to realize its logic of self-valorization. The totality of this integrated system forms a self-

sustaining ecosystem, like the human circulatory system, within which it can continuously reproduce itself. 

From this perspective, capitalism can be conceptualized as a social system “of human relations among so-

cial positions” (Porpora cited in Roberts 2014:5), forming a complex web of social relations within which 

social actions are coordinated according to the logic of self-valorization. 

3.1.2 From the historical to the geographical: the sociospatial dialectics of capitalism 

Historical-geographical materialism describes a theoretical elaboration on historical materialism combined 

with the analytical lens of critical human geography and emerged as a counterweight to established academ-

ic approaches in both the fields of human geography and Marxist literature. On the former, historical-

geographical materialism issued a challenge to the quantitative revolutionaries, whose claim to dominance 

in the post-war period steered the geographical discipline towards more methodologically rigorous meth-

ods intent on transforming the field into a nomothetic geography (Kirsch 2009). On the latter, the princi-

pal objection leveraged against historical materialism was the under-theorization of the sociospatial pro-

cesses underpinning the capitalist mode of production (Soja 1989). In line with the Marxist analysis of the 

dialectical relationship between labor and nature, a spatialized perspective on capitalism foregrounded 

questions on the production and reproduction of space under capitalism. The critical geographer contends 

that spatial structures are not just mapped onto social structures as categorical projections but are dialecti-

cally intertwined in the web of socio-ecological life (Gregory 1978). The concept of sociospatiality, in other 

words, signifies that social and spatial relations cannot be conceived as ontologically distinct entities. 

 Henri Lefebvre (1991) provides an authoritative account on the ontological foundations for histor-

ical-geographical materialism in his seminal work The Production of Space, in which he establishes the exist-

ence of an intrinsic spatial problematic in the history of capitalism. The explanation is that there is no such 

thing as capitalist production in general (as a rational abstraction) because capitalism is a space-bounded 

and place-specific phenomenon; that is, only when the capitalist mode of production is embedded in varia-

ble geographical contexts does it realize its particularized features. The commodity-form signifies only a 

social relation as an abstraction but does not specify the concrete relations between individuals unless con-

cretized in space. Similarly, exchange in its abstract form “does not determine what is exchanged: it merely 

stipulates that something, which has use, is also an object of exchange” (Lefebvre 1991:101). 
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3.1.2.1 The social production of space 

There is a tendency for aspatial theoretical traditions to treat space as separated from social reality, render-

ing it a scientific object removed from ideology and politics. From this perspective, spatiality is part of the 

ontologically given natural environment, encountered by social agents as “the dead, the fixed, the undialec-

tical, the immobile” (Foucault cited in Soja 1989:119). In contrast to the category of time and the historical 

– which is viewed as open-ended, fluid, and dialectical - space is equated with an immutable factor that is 

simply instrumentalized in the processes of capital accumulation. However, such assumptions about space 

must be rejected, as they collapse the definition of two analytically distinct conceptions of spatiality, that is, 

concrete spatialities in opposition to the definite sets of social relations embodied in space (Soja 1989). 

This analytical distinction is captured by the corresponding conceptual dichotomy between absolute and 

relative space (Smith 1984). 

Absolute space is premised on a Euclidean-cum-Newtonian conceptualization of spatiality, signify-

ing the physical space and the concrete material objects extended in an abstract four-dimensional spatial 

grid. Relative space, in contrast, is closely related to post-Einsteinian space, which emphasizes the relativity 

and relationality between objects, and how objects only exist because they exist and relate to each other. 

However, this analytical distinction does not suggest that they represent ontologically separate entities, in-

sofar as the existence of absolute space is a precondition for relative space. From this perspective, we speak 

both of social production of and in space. 

 Production is always embedded in the concrete spatialities of absolute space, as productive activi-

ties are realized in a built environment, integrated into a wider network of infrastructure that links the lo-

cality to various input factors - such as raw materials, intermediate components, and labor power. Once 

commodities are manufactured, the subsequent processes of circulation, exchange, and consumption are 

then coordinated across space, transported across geographically dispersed markets. From this perspective, 

the production and labor processes are both spatialized phenomena that are socially coordinated between a 

complex of functionally differentiated systems across space. 

 These concrete spatialities, in turn, provide the relational context within which the workers form 

sociospatial relations with their given environment. Thus, our social interaction in space also produces a 

social space as a whole, which becomes the medium through which social interactions are reproduced 

(Smith 1984). The social relations between the capitalist and the worker thereby obtain a spatialized ontol-

ogy as their interactions are mediated by the spatially coordinated activities of the labor process. Converse-
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ly, these pre-existing sociospatial relations also constrain and enable the subsequent transformations of 

concrete spatialities, as social agents are confronted by the sociospatial structures transmitted from the 

past. In other words, capitalists do not allocate their capital randomly, but rather according to the specific 

institutional geographies available, such as pre-existing infrastructure networks, access to natural resources, 

distance from markets, etc. Similarly, the worker does not freely choose wherever he wants to work, as 

employment options are usually agglomerated in designated and delimited areas. This means that due to 

the embeddedness of the capitalist mode of production in social reality, it has a corresponding profound 

influence on the social production of spaces and places (Harvey 2015). 

When the distinction between absolute and relative space is entirely collapsed, we encounter what 

is known as spatial fetishism. Brenner (2004) describes spatial fetishism as the geographical assumption 

that space is a timeless and static platform, immune to social transformation and change. In consequence, it 

creates a “persistently distorted spatial theorization by creating illusions of opaqueness, short-sighted inter-

pretations of spatiality which focus on immediate surface appearances without being able to see beyond 

them” (Soja 1989:122). This perspective of spatiality is essentially empiricist, whereby space is equated with 

the appearances of the concrete spatialities that populate the empirical domain, ignoring the internal (soci-

ospatial) relations through which they are produced and reproduced. Thus, “spatiality is comprehended 

only as objectively measurable appearances,” Soja elaborates, “grasped through some combination of sen-

sory-based perception” (Soja 1989:122). 

Two theoretical objections can be raised against spatial fetishism. First, the methodological com-

mitments of empiricism results in the relative neglect of the polymorphic character of sociospatiality, de-

flating it to the socially sterile concept of absolute space and its attendant mathematical-abstract properties. 

Analytical and theoretical attention is thereby denied to the variable manifestations of sociospatial relations, 

which are threaded together to form the richly textured fabric of sociospatial reality. Second, sociospatial 

relations figure both as the medium and outcome of social interaction that is produced and reproduced 

through purposeful agency. Rather than conceiving it as a static platform, which invariably represents it as 

an end-state, sociospatiality is a conflictual process under capitalism that can provoke counteracting 

tendencies, continuously unfolding in an open-ended and contingent form. The reason for this is that soci-

ospatial relations and structures entail spatial selectivities, which structurally privilege specific actors, places, 

scales. 

 The alternative to spatial fetishism is a processual conceptualization of space “under which […] 

space is conceived as an ongoing process of political-economic regulation and institutional change” 
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(Brenner 2004:74). A processual understanding of sociospatiality acknowledges that social and spatial struc-

tures are dialectically interrelated, as well as embedded in an open system, which makes them responsive to 

social transformation. From this perspective, sociospatiality also embodies the underlying power geome-

tries of society (Cox 2013), as social agents compete to shape the spatial organization of society. Within the 

context of a predominantly capitalist society, the production of space is profoundly shaped by the func-

tional needs of capital accumulation. A processual conceptualization of space thereby directs our theoreti-

cal attention to the co-evolution between sociospatiality and the capitalist system. 

3.1.2.2 The spatial logic of capital and uneven development 

Whereas neo-classical economics theorizes the default condition of the capitalist economy as a static equi-

librium, disrupted only by exogenous influences, Marxist traditions maintain that crisis tendencies are en-

dogenous to the capitalist mode of production (Noël 1987). The structural coupling between the social 

production of space and the capitalist mode of production means that the logic of capital also takes a spati-

alized form – a spatial logic of capital – that reproduces particular patterns of sociospatial relations. For 

this reason, Neil Smith establishes that “uneven development is the systematic geographical expression of 

the contradictions inherent in the very constitution and structure of capital” (Smith 1984:4). 

 Capital has a functional preference for relative mobility because it wants to be able to position itself 

within a geographical landscape that is favorable for capital accumulation (Harvey 2015:146). With relative 

mobility, capital can effortlessly relocate itself whenever the opportunity to make profits is exhausted in a 

specific locality, or if new competitive spaces of capital accumulation emerge elsewhere. Nevertheless, capi-

tal as an aggregate category can never be completely mobile because specific functions within the process 

of capital accumulation, such as manufacturing and the circulation of commodities, are always space-

bounded and place-specific. In effect, capital fundamentally depends on the (capitalist) state to provide a 

built environment of infrastructure, human capital, and institutional stability that can accommodate the 

functional needs of capital accumulation (R. Das 2017). The concrete expression of the spatial logic of cap-

ital, however, is the outcome of the dialectical interplay between two spatial tendencies internal to the capi-

talist mode of production: (a) patterns of differentiation emanating from the vertical division of labor; and 

(b) the tendency of equalization due to horizontal relations of competition between capital (Smith 1984). 

From the dialectical interplay between these two tendencies, we discover that each periodization of capital-

ism involves historically specific patterns of uneven development (Brenner 2004). 
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Uneven development can be defined as developmental variations within and between societies, 

usually involving the concentration of resources, assets, and developmental capacities in specific areas or 

regions and the concomitant marginalization of others ” (Mandel 1975). While uneven development has 

been a permanent feature of human societies, predating the emergence of the capitalist mode of produc-

tion, the argument raised here is that specific sociospatial dynamics inherent to capitalism either foster new 

patterns of uneven development or uphold and consolidate pre-existing differences. 

 As the logic of capital involves the endless pursuit of profit and expansion, cost and time reduc-

tions are two fundamental factors when determining where to invest capital. Thus, capital has a tendency 

to agglomerate in specific regions to exploit location-specific assets and place-bounded conditions that af-

ford capital in the local environment with competitive advantages. As a result, socioeconomic development 

tends to concentrate and centralize in specific areas and, in turn, marginalize others. These favorable condi-

tions can be the outcome of natural endowments or initial geographical differences but are more often 

perpetuated and reinforced by the spatially selective policies that strategically target specific localities for 

development (Harvey 2006), e.g. through policies of infrastructure development that invest fixed capital 

into the built environment and thereby facilitate the access to transportation and communications technol-

ogy. 

Another form of division of labor that is fundamental to the capitalist mode of production is the 

specialization of productive functions, whereby individual capitals perform specialized tasks and activities 

within a complex network of production - as exemplified by Adam Smith’s iconic example of the pin fac-

tory. From these increasingly advanced divisions of labor, there tends to be more “ancillary services and 

activities required by a given production process, and the greater is the range of productive capital which 

can be employed in common” (Smith 1984:165). In consequence, capital tends to cluster and concentrate 

in centers of production, which strategically facilitate better conditions for social coordination, the mitiga-

tion of transportation costs, and the access and availability of production inputs. The uneven allocation of 

capital investments means that while certain regions are propelled forward by the self-reinforcing patterns 

of economic agglomeration, other regions remain starved from developmental opportunities. 

 Equalization occurs due to inter-capitalist competition, which incentivizes individual capitals to 

emulate practices and strategies of other individual capitals that are realizing abnormal profits. Thus, inno-

vations in technology that enhance the productivity of various sectors are gradually transferred to other 

regions, leading to a gradual equalization of geographical differences (Smith 1984). We can describe this as 

catch-up dynamics, or a privilege of backwardness, that allows relatively underdeveloped regions to adopt 
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comparatively advanced technologies, institutions, and accumulation strategies to surge ahead and push 

their frontiers of development (Anievas and Nisancioglu 2015). The relative over- and underdevelopment 

between regions also produces differences in the costs of input factors, such that underdeveloped regions 

with access to a large reserve army of labor will achieve a competitive advantage once they reach below a 

certain threshold of labor costs. 

Equalization also happens when the concentration of capital in industrial centers start to produce 

negative externalities that reduce its structural competitiveness. Increasing demand levels trigger hikes in 

the cost of land, tax levels, pollution levels, traffic congestions, the cost of living and demand wages, un-

dermining the profit opportunities that rendered the region initially more competitive than underdeveloped 

regions (R. Das 2017). Capital has a tendency to relocate to new spaces of capital accumulation in under-

developed areas where similar price increases are not as prevalent yet. In these examples, we thus observe 

that there is a dialectical relationship between the tendencies of differentiation and equalization, oscillating 

between patterns of convergence and divergence. 

 Uneven development does not unambiguously yield contradictory tendencies for capital accumula-

tion processes and is sometimes even deliberately structurally inscribed in policy agendas through state spa-

tial planning. However, uneven development can trigger contradictory tendencies within capital accumula-

tion processes as widening developmental variations within countries can undermine the stability of the 

national regime of capital accumulation, create social unrest among marginalized localities, yield systematic 

imbalances between the production, circulation, and consumption of goods. Uneven development can, 

therefore, both be leveraged as a strategy to promote economic development, as state actors chose to con-

centrate scarce resources in specific regions to catapult their growth, as well as a source of crisis that desta-

bilizes the continued reproduction of capital accumulation across the geographical scales. 

3.1.3 The sociospatial regulation of capitalism 

The principal puzzle to Marxists throughout the 20th century has been to explain how the capitalist mode 

of production, despite its contradictory tendencies and occasional periods of political and economic crisis, 

nonetheless remains resilient to systematic transformation. Temporary lapses in capital accumulation have 

historically always been followed by recoveries, replicating a distinct pattern of long-term cycles premised 

on sequences of economic stability, systemic crisis, and subsequent transformation. The regulation ap-

proach, pioneered in France in the 1970s, was a research program that sought to uncover the underlying 

dynamics underpinning these long-term cycles (Amin 1994). Rather than focusing on the abstract-simple 
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level of the capitalist mode of production, which could not systematically explain historical differences be-

tween long-term cycles, critical attention was redirected to the meso-level of analysis that studied the regu-

larized institutional forms under which capital accumulation is reproduced in a given historical period and 

society. 

3.1.3.1 Regime of accumulations and modes of social regulation 

Two key concepts inform the theoretical framework of the regulation approach: (a) regime of accumulation 

(or accumulation strategy), and (b) mode of social regulation. Furthermore, when a regime of accumulation 

is successfully structurally coupled with a mode of social regulation, it is described as a model of develop-

ment. A regime of accumulation describes the historically specific organization of capital accumulation as a 

stabilized and coherent process through the structural alignment between regimes of production, exchange, 

and consumption (Aglietta 1979; Lipietz 1986). This concerns the particular organization of the production 

and labor processes, the mode of exchange between different branches, sectors, and departments of the 

economy, and the norms surrounding consumption as well as the distribution of demand in the markets 

(Amin 1994). However, insofar as capital accumulation processes are not the outcomes of any self-

regulating mechanisms tending towards natural equilibria, as is posited by neoclassical economic theory, the 

temporary stability of capitalism is brought about by processes of class struggle and trial-and-error, realiz-

ing a degree of structured coherence through the contingent co-evolution and structural coupling between 

institutional forms (Jessop, Brenner, and Jones 2008; Yeung 1999). 

 The outcome of these contingent and open-ended processes of trial-and-error is a mode of social 

regulation, which refers to the relatively coherent ensembles of complementary and interlocking institu-

tions, rules, and norms that can temporarily defer the contradictions of a given social order and thereby 

stabilize the prevailing regime of accumulation (Jessop 1995, 2001). The institutions are not limited to eco-

nomic institutions proper, but concern the economy as its integral sense, meaning the totality of political, 

social and cultural institutions that collectively secure the expanded reproduction of the capitalist system. By 

aligning the individual and social behavior with a given regime of accumulation, it manages to “create a co-

herence of strategies and expectations among agents living in a capitalist economy” (Lipietz 1988:32). The 

capacity of capitalism to maintain extended periods of relative stability, then, is premised on the formation 

and consolidation of modes of social regulation coalescing around a given regime of accumulation. 
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3.1.3.2 A theoretical extension: a mode of sociospatial regulation and the scalar-cum-
territorial logic of the state 

While the regulation approach provides a useful entry-point to study Chinese capitalism as a relatively du-

rable model of development, its initial formulation only mobilized sociospatial concepts and insights to a 

limited degree. Complementary spatialized perspectives to regulation theory have only been systematically 

theorized as a result of more recent theoretical elaborations on variegated capitalism (Jessop 2014; Jessop 

et al. 2008; Peck and Theodore 2007). A notable theoretical contribution can be found in David Harvey’s 

concept of spatial fixes, which he uses to describe the “many different forms of spatial reorganization and 

geographical expansion that serve to manage, at least for some time, crisis-tendencies inherent in accumula-

tion” (Jessop 2008:145). Spatial fixes figure as a temporary and metaphorical fix that mobilizes spatial strat-

egies to contain the contradictions of capitalism (Harvey 2001). From this perspective, it is functionally 

equivalent to the concept of a mode of social regulation, the only difference being the emphasis on the 

mobilization of sociospatial relations and structures to stabilize capitalism. While Harvey’s account of spa-

tial fixes offers a strong foundation for a spatialized perspective on regulation theory, his spatial turn falls 

short as he leaves the ideological dimension of the construction of space. We, therefore, introduce a critical 

extension to both regulation theory and David Harvey, which we call conceptualize as a mode of sociospatial 

regulation. We operationalize the concept of a mode of sociospatial regulation with two analytical compo-

nents: (a) state spatial projects and strategies, and (b) spatial imaginaries (see Table 3.1.2). 

 

Table 3.1.2 - A theoretical framework on a model of development 

 Model of development 

Regime of accumulation Mode of sociospatial regulation 

Domain Economic Political Ideological 

Strategic 

component 

Regime of accumulation State spatial project and 

strategies 

Spatial imaginaries 

Description Historically specific organiza- Historically specific prac- The discursive and ideolog-
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tion of capital accumulation 

as a stabilized and coherent 

process, through the structur-

al alignment between regimes 

of production, exchange, and 

consumption (Aglietta 1979; 

Lipietz 1986).  

tices through which state 

institutions and state man-

agers seek to reorganize 

territories, places, and 

scales to secure the repro-

duction of the state to 

promote specific accumu-

lation strategies (Brenner 

2004; Jessop 2016a). 

ical phenomena that distin-

guish places, scales, or terri-

tories in general from the 

inherently unstructured 

complexity of a spatialized 

world. (Jessop 2016b; Sum 

and Jessop 2013a). 

 

Harvey (2015) argues that the capitalist mode of production and the modern state fundamentally depend 

on each other for their mutual reproduction. On the one hand, we previously established that the spatial 

logic of capital has a functional preference for relative mobility, but simultaneously depends on the capital-

ist state to provide a built environment with fixed assets and infrastructure in which it can embed its capital 

accumulation processes. On the other hand, the capitalist state depends on the continued reproduction of 

capital accumulation and the realization of a sustainable pattern of economic growth within its territorial 

container. This is because the state has a monopoly of taxation internal to its territorial boundaries; thus its 

power to collect and levy taxes crucially depends on a stable and uninterrupted regime of capital accumula-

tion (ten Brink 2014). For this reason, the modern state is governed by a scalar-cum-territorial logic, which 

has a functional preference for relative stability (Arrighi 1990; Harvey 2015; Lee, Wainwright, and 

Glassman 2018). A dialectical tension thereby exists between the relative mobility of the spatial logic of 

capital and the relative fixity of the scalar-cum-territorial logic of statehood. To attract, retain and stabilize 

capital accumulation processes, state actors instrumentalize sociospatial relations and structures – or what 

we call state spatiality – to temporarily resolve the tension between fixity and mobility. The reconciliation 

between the conflicting tendencies in this ‘unity of differences’ is always historically and geographically 

contingent, depending on respectively the individuated functional needs of the spatial logic of capital and 

the territorial logic of the state in a given conjuncture. 

 More specifically, state spatiality can be theorized as the socially and politically produced grids and 

matrices that organize and mediate the interaction between social agents within the state apparatus. We 

emphasize on two modalities of state spatiality that can be harnessed and manipulated by state actors for 
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state spatial planning: territoriality and scale. The territorialization of political authority represents the 

backbone of the modern interstate system, denoting “the division of the earth into more or less clearly de-

marcated areas that are governed by a political authority empowered to make decisions binding on the res-

idents of these areas” (Jessop 2016a:125). In other words, territorialization signifies a process of horizontal 

differentiation and the relative enclosure of sociospatial relations into bounded and demarcated spaces. 

The processes of territorialization, deterritorialization, and reterritorialization thereby describe the continu-

ous reorganization of frontiers, boundaries, and borders. Within the borders of a territory, political authori-

ties typically claim a monopoly of violence with which they police the social relations and interactions such 

as capital accumulation that occur within the territorial space (ibid.). In line with the processual conceptual-

ization of space, territoriality is not given a priori but is socially and politically produced through struggles 

over political power and control. 

 Scale is defined as a hierarchy of bounded spaces or a vertical differentiation of sociospatial rela-

tionships (Plangger 2017). A scalar perspective on state spatiality demonstrates that territoriality does not 

constitute a homogeneous terrain but also entails an internal scalar division through which state space is 

segmented into administrative tiers (Macartney and Shields 2011). The state is organized around a scalar 

division of labor, whereby governance functions are distributed across and between scales. In this sense, 

scalar relationships are inevitably also reflections of the underlying power geometries of the state. A pro-

cessual conceptualization of scale, then, suggests that the configuration of scalar hierarchies is both the 

medium and outcome of social conflicts and political struggles between social agents situated in different 

scalar positions (Swyngedouw 2004). A misconception of scale that must be jettisoned is to view it as a 

nested hierarchy that is embedded and co-terminus with the territorial container of the state (Lefebvre 

1991:85–88). The Russian doll analogy is wrong because of its implicit state-centrism; scalar relationships 

must be grasped relationally, which can form tangled hierarchies or mosaics that do not necessarily reflect a 

linear progression in power between scales. (2002) therefore argues that the scalar location of specific gov-

ernance functions is always contingent, rather than logically or theoretically necessitated. 

 Having clarified the two modalities of state spatiality, we can now conceptualize state spatial pro-

jects and strategies. State spatial projects and strategies co-evolve relationally through a dialectical process 

of mutual conditioning and constraint. On the one hand, a state spatial project refers to the sociospatial 

initiatives through which social gents organize the scalar division and territorial parcelization of the state to 

endow it with “organizational coherence, functional coordination, and operational unity” (Brenner 

2004:88). On the other hand, state spatial strategies are defined as the particular programs and policies 
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through which social forces mold the sociospatial relations and institutional geographies of capital accumu-

lation, state structures, and political strategies to reproduce a given state spatial project (Brenner 2004:93). 

To this end, state spatial strategies are usually mobilized through a range of policy instruments, such as in-

dustrial policies, labor market policies, infrastructure investments, spatial planning policies, housing poli-

cies, regionalization initiatives. Neil Brenner (2004) details that state spatial projects and strategies have two 

core axes of spatial targeting through which they partition and organize scalar and territorial relationships 

to yield new spatial selectivities (see Table 3.1.3). 

 

Table 3.1.3 - Scalar and territorial articulation of state spatial projects  

  Homogeneity Heterogeneity 

Scalar Centralization Decentralization 

Territorial Uniformity Customization 

Source:  Brenner (2004) 

 

State spatial projects and strategies have a specific scalar and territorial articulation that oscillate between 

degrees of homogeneity or heterogeneity. The scalar dimension concerns the opposing tendencies between 

centralizing state functions and activities around a single dominant scale and decentralizing governance 

functions by distributing them across scales (Brenner 2004:98). The dialectical tension between recentrali-

zation and decentralization has historically been contingent on the prevailing economic context in which 

the state has been embedded, as spatial selectivities promote specific scalar divisions of labor or scalar rela-

tionships in response to particular regulatory dilemmas, such as uneven development. The fluidity of scalar 

relationship also avoids state-centrism, as it does not fetishize any particular scale, but encourages instead 

“the relational analysis of unevenly developed multi-scalar and polymorphic capitalism over the search for 

institutionally stabilized ‘system integrity’ at the national scale” (Zhang and Peck 2016:55). 

The territorial dimension pertains to the opposing tendencies between the goal of “administrative 

uniformity across an entire territory and the goal of establishing customized, area-specific administrative 

arrangements within different types of locations, places, and regions within that territory” (Brenner 

2004:98). The political preference for territorial uniformity and customization is similarly shaped by a con-

stant process of restructuring to meet the urgent demands of capital transformation (Soja 1989). Territorial 
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customization is also likely to promote economic differentiation as institutional and developmental varia-

tions are not openly combated, and might even be encouraged as a result of spatially selective strategies 

that favor specific scales, places, regions, etc. In this sense, specific patterns of uneven development can be 

structurally inscribed in the state spatial project and strategies. Conversely, territorial uniformity might be 

promoted to confront possible contradictions accompanying patterns of uneven development explicitly. 

Social reality is endlessly complex and can never be completely grasped by social agents. For this 

reason, social agents need to rely on various forms of complexity reduction to make sense of the world. To 

successfully mobilize support for state spatial projects and strategies, complexity reduction is also necessary 

as they can only be translated into a set of actionable and calculable policy agendas when they are discur-

sively coupled to so-called spatial imaginaries. The unstructured complexity and the chaotic totality of all 

the sociospatial relations and structures underpinning our spatialized world are thus translated into an im-

agined space, embodying a structurally and discursively circumscribed representation of the social reality 

(Belfrage and Hauf 2017; Sum and Jessop 2013b). From this perspective, spatial imaginaries can broadly be 

defined as the discursive and semiotic schemes and representations of places, scales, and territories through 

which social actors mobilize state spatial projects and strategies (Jessop 2016a). Social actors mobilize polit-

ical support for state spatial projects and strategies by projecting and reaffirming “specific normative condi-

tions and imagined representations of sociospatial relations to instill a coherence of strategies and expecta-

tions among social agents involved in the spatial restructuring process” (Emerson 2014:561). Spatial imagi-

naries perform the critical function of reducing the complexity of path-dependent legacies as well as future 

horizons of actions by representing them through various spatial narratives, metaphors, analogies, and 

causal frameworks (Jessop 2009). 

 A state spatial project and its attendant spatial imaginaries entail spatial selectivities that constrain 

and enable the range of spatial strategies that can viably be implemented. The particular territorial and sca-

lar articulation of a state spatial project entails spatial selectivities that privilege specific strategies. Similar-

ly, spatial imaginaries impose limits on “what can be imagined by individual and social agents” (Sum and 

Jessop 2013b:204), such that specific policy initiatives and strategies are structurally and discursive privi-

leged within a given state spatial project. Here, we can repeat the words of Karl Marx, who said that social 

forces are free to make their own history, but it is not under self-selected circumstances (Marx 1937). Thus, 

while the mode of sociospatial regulation coalescing around a regime of accumulation of a given society is 

always contingent and open-ended, the intended and unintended actions and outcomes carried out by so-

cial forces are nonetheless informed and shaped by path-dependent legacies and future horizons of actions. 
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In consequence, path-dependent legacies thereby produce ‘lock-ins’ through spatial and structural selectivi-

ties that circumscribe the range of state spatial strategies that can be effectively instituted. State spatial 

strategies are structurally constrained by possible mutual exclusivities and negative externalities between 

individual institutions that undermine their potential co-existence and combinations (Jessop 2014). 

Conversely, state spatial strategies also exert reciprocal influences on state spatial projects, as the le-

gitimacy and continued reproduction of the project is contingent on its viability to produce strategies that 

can sustainably reproduce capital accumulation processes given the prevailing economic context (see Figure 

3.1.1). The entrenched institutional geographies of a state spatial project can be challenged or destabilized 

when new state spatial strategies are mobilized in response to new regulatory dilemmas. The structured co-

herence of the state spatial project can be undermined by persistently contradictory policies, which cannot 

be reconciled with the prevailing scalar configurations or territorial organization. In other words, since 

modes of sociospatial regulation are always the outcomes of class struggle and compromise, there is no in-

stitutional guarantee that their stability will be preserved. Jessop clarifies that their stability is “always rela-

tive, always partial and always provisional” (Jessop 1988), representing only a transitory institutional solu-

tion to the internal contradictions of capitalism. From a processual perspective on state spatiality, state spa-

tial project and strategies must be regarded as cumulative and multi-layered processes. 

 

Figure 3.1.1 - The dialectical relationship between state spatial projects and strategies 

State spatial project

Produces spatial selectivities
that structurally privilege
specific state spatial strategies

State spatial strategy

Stabilizes or destabilizes the
state spatial project depending
on its ability to continuously
reproduce capital accumulation
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3.2 Case study as a logic of inquiry: a methodological framework 

In this section, we will elucidate the methodological framework and assumptions that have informed our 

research process. It will also proceed in three steps. First, we discuss the application of two diametrical op-

posite approaches to case studies within the context of critical realism, followed by a critical evaluation of 

their respective advantages and disadvantages when embedded in the overarching agenda of uncovering 

knowledge claims. Second, we introduce a dialectical approach to case studies as a possible way to mitigate 

the identified limitations. In parallel, we detail our research design and how its various analytical moments 

relate to the research question. Third, we account for the various sources of empirical data that we have 

collected and analyzed. This is combined with a discussion on the reliability and validity of the paper. 

3.2.1 Case study as a logic of inquiry 

A common error emerging from philosophical debates on the application of critical realism in political 

economy and human geography has been to misappropriate it as a method per se (Yeung 1997). However, 

critical realism is not affixed to any particular method, whether it be quantitative or qualitative, favoring 

instead a pragmatic stance that varies according to the object of study. An instructive distinction is between 

methodology and methods. Whereas a method “alludes to those techniques adopted to accumulate and 

connect data about an object of inquiry” (Roberts 2014:1), methodology evaluates the underlying justifica-

tion and logic that support the use of specific methods. In this sense, critical realism is closer to a method-

ology - informed by its ontological and epistemological assumptions - which issues a number of first-order 

criteria according to which the general onto-epistemological validity of methods is evaluated (Belfrage and 

Hauf 2017). Questions concerning the concrete methods and theories adopted for each instance of inquiry, 

then, are left to the substantive social scientific disciplines, which are explicitly involved in hypothesizing 

the purported causal structures or mechanisms between entities. 

 Critical realism declares a minimal commitment to the methods of abstraction and retroduction; 

however, these analytical tools are not independently sufficient to analyze complex phenomena. This is be-

cause abstraction and retroduction need to be aided by complementary theoretical and methodological 

frameworks, which designate appropriate analytical entry-points to penetrate beneath the empirical domain 

and reach the causal mechanisms and structures residing in the real domain. In this respect, purely quanti-

tative research ordinarily examines observable (empirical) patterns of behavior by “investigating the linear 

causal relationships between different variables” (Roberts 2014:2), usually under the assumption of a closed 
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system within which the causal input(s) can be controlled. However, when the object of study concerns 

contextually-specific phenomena embedded in an open system, such as Chinese capitalism and the BRI as 

a state spatial strategy, qualitative approaches are better equipped to critically scrutinize the dynamic inter-

action between essential determinations and contingent features. 

 A case study research design is one such qualitative method that offers the methodological entry-

point to study the BRI by delimiting the empirical reference to the bounded context of the history of Chi-

nese capitalism. A case constitutes a methodological-cum-theoretical construct insofar as the empirical 

world needs to be embedded in a predefined framework of theoretical concepts, relationships and contexts 

for the case to realize a sufficient degree of structured coherence to be systematically studied. In this sense, 

a case study is not in and of itself a systematic method, such as statistical regression analysis, but is more 

accurately a “particular logic of inquiry that attempts to analyze a social phenomenon through the close 

examination of one of its concrete manifestations” (Staricco 2015:85). The analytical foundation of a case 

study is, in other words, premised on the method of abduction, also known as theoretical re-description, as 

empirical data are reconstructed to be studied from a specific theoretical perspective (Fletcher 2017:188). 

From this perspective, the theory and the case study form a reciprocal relationship, unfolding through an 

iterative process as the case study is interrogated through the theoretical framework, which in turn uncov-

ers insights that challenge and modify the assumptions of the theory. For this reason, Robert Stake (Stake 

2011) maintains that the value of a case study is both the process and product of a systematic inquiry, as the 

process of constructing and presenting the case excavates the nuances of a given phenomenon. 

A case study provides the ideal conditions under which Chinese capitalism can be studied, as it al-

lows us to manage our flexible theoretical concepts as they are co-evolving alongside the narrative progres-

sion of the case study. It is for this reason that our theoretical framework is not “set up to be tested in the 

same way as those in natural science” (Paolucci 2007), as operationalizing rigidly defined variables obscures 

our understanding of the dynamism inherent to the capitalist mode of production. Instead, our theoretical 

framework imposes an overarching logical structure that guides the research, specifying the essential rela-

tionships within the capitalist system that serve as the point of departure for empirical analysis. Metaphori-

cally, the theoretical reconstruction entailed by the case study research design can thereby be conceived as a 

process of stripping “off a thread from the overall fabric of social reality and, in order to make it accessible 

to the process of analysis, builds it as a case” (Staricco 2015:85). 

 The case study approach is broadly informed by two methodological perspectives, both of which 

are characterized by their respective methodological advantages and disadvantages: an idiographic perspec-
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tive that emphasizes on the particularizing tendencies of a case study, and a nomothetic perspective that 

stresses the way in which a case study offers generalizable conclusions. The idiographic perspective argues 

that the purpose of a case study is an in-depth and holistic analysis of the particularities of a chosen case 

(Denzin 1983), through which the complexities and mosaic of contingent relationships are uncovered and 

detailed. Within this particularistic paradigm, the purpose of the case study is to “capture the uniqueness 

and particular laws of development for a single phenomenon” (Ougaard 1999:7). Thus, the research pur-

pose of the idiographic case study has no ambitions to yield generalized statements. An idiographic case 

study is deemed useful insofar as it affords the researcher with flexibility. Whereas purely quantitative 

methods are predicated on a high level of methodological rigor, undergirded by a rigid analytical protocol 

according to which one must abide to reach validity and reliability in their studies, the case study offers a 

more open-ended approach that can pragmatically combine quantitative and qualitative insights. A strength 

of the particularizing approach, then, is that we gain the opportunity to analyze a specific case without con-

trolling for variables (Roberts 2014:9). 

 However, positivist traditions tend to object that rejecting generalizations altogether leaves only the 

particular, and “what, after all, is the value of knowing only about the unique?” (Lincoln and Guba 

2011:27). For this reason, positivists are mistrustful of case studies, as they can only yield limited scientific 

knowledge about the world (Moses and Knutzen 2012). They are criticized for lacking both internal and 

validity: internal validity because their open-ended research design lacks methodological rigor, and external 

validity because they deliberately fail to control for any other variables and, therefore, cannot rule out other 

causal explanations (Creswell 2014). Another methodological problem with the particularistic paradigm is 

that it overlooks how the unique relates to the general, as a case study is always an instantiation of a more 

general class of phenomena, unified by specific categories of abstraction (Staricco 2015). In other words, 

while Chinese capitalism is characterized by an ensemble of idiosyncratic qualities, it still relates to the 

broader abstraction of categories known as the capitalist mode of production. Similarly, while the CICPEC 

is a unique phenomenon within Chinese capitalism, it still relates to the broader set of state spatial strate-

gies that have occurred throughout history. The idiographic approach, then, effectively collapses the dis-

tinction between the contingent and essential in favor of the former, effacing the underlying general fea-

tures of which the case is an expression. 

 The nomothetic case study inverts the research purpose of the idiographic approach, as its ambi-

tion is to produce generalizable insights. The assumption is that the researcher finds a case that is repre-

sentative of a general phenomenon (Schofield 2011). From the nomothetic perspective, cases are imagined 
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as “self-contained and homogeneous units” (Staricco 2015:87) that represent a subset of a larger set of sim-

ilar units. However, the issue about the generalizing paradigm is how the relationships between common 

features among cases are neglected, leading to a simplistic dichotomy between similarity and dissimilarity, 

rather than examining the different levels of generalities to which they relate. Thus, while capitalism in 

China might be similar to Brazil and India (Nölke et al. 2014), these similarities might pertain to capitalism 

in emerging economies rather than capitalism at a higher level of abstraction. In other words, the nomo-

thetic approach collapses the contingent with the necessary as well but inverts the relationship such that 

the contingent becomes subsumed under the necessary. 

3.2.2 The dialectical approach to case studies and the research design 

The conflationary tendencies of respectively the idiographic and nomothetic approaches to case studies can 

be resolved with a dialectical approach. Marx argues that “all science would be superfluous if the outward 

appearance and the essence of things directly coincided” (Marx 1959:592). The sentiment expressed in this 

aphorism alludes to the epistemological implications of a deep and stratified ontology, namely that the em-

pirical world to which we have direct experiential access is in and of itself deceptive and thus inadequate to 

uncover the ‘true essence’ of the capitalist mode of production. Marx suggests that a dialectical approach 

that is “rising from the abstract to the concrete” (Marx 1973:42) is the only way to penetrate beyond the 

mystifying fog of the empirical domain. In essence, he establishes that scientific inquiry should always dia-

lectically progress from the identification of the abstract-simple relations underpinning the capitalist mode 

of production, namely as a rational abstraction, and towards the meso-level and concrete-complex level of 

analyses that uncover the constellation of contingent determinations that obtain in given a context (see Ta-

ble 3.2.1). In consequence, a dialectical approach treats the case study as a heterogeneous unit of analysis, 

constituted by multiple analytical moments that relate to varying degrees with the particular and general. 
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Table 3.2.1 - Levels of abstraction for analyzing the capitalist mode of production 

 Analytical focus 

Abstract-

simple 

Perspective: Capitalist mode of production as an abstract rationalization 

Details: The essential characteristics and systemic processes common to all capitalist 

social formations 

Meso Perspective: The periodization of the capitalist mode of production (state spatial pro-

ject) 

Details: Regularized institutional forms for extended periods of time under which 

capital accumulation is reproduced 

Concrete-

complex 

Perspective: Capitalist mode of production as contextually specific institutional en-

sembles (state spatial strategies) 

Details: Particularized processes of social reproduction, class struggle, capital accumu-

lation, and policy-making in a given conjuncture 

Source: adapted from Brenner (2004) 

 

Our research design follows a dialectical progression consisting of five analytical moments. In the follow-

ing paragraphs, we will detail how the five analytical moments will relate to our stipulated research ques-

tion, and how they collectively will deepen our understanding of the CICPEC within the context of Chi-

nese capitalism. For the convenience of the reader, we have also embedded a graphic illustration of this 

dialectical progression in Figure 3.2.1 below. 

 

The first analytical moment: theoretical investigation of space vis-à-vis capitalism 

The first analytical moment started in section three, in which we established the spatialized features of capi-

talism as a rational abstraction. Marx argues in the Grundrisse that the appropriate entry-point to inquire 

about capitalism must be on the abstract-simple level, that is, as a rational abstraction by bringing out its 

essential characteristics and to establish its universal laws of motion (Marx 1973:27). Uncovering the gen-

eral characteristics of capitalism enables us to understand the systemic processes that are common to all 

capitalist social formations, namely the generalization of commodity production, the inexorable logic of 

capital accumulation, class struggle, uneven development, etc. For this reason, the abstract-simple is a help-
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ful analytical entry-point to study capitalism by affixing the analytical lens on the object of study and by 

establishing the essential determinations of the system. As the analysis occurs on a high level of abstrac-

tion, it yields generalizable knowledge that is applicable to all capitalist systems. 

However, this level of generalization can only be realized on a high level of abstraction because 

capitalism does not exist as a concrete abstraction. It can only be realized in its concrete expression, or as 

‘actually existing capitalisms’, through the unity between its essential determinations and the contingent 

features of the given historical-geographical context in which it is embedded (Sayer 1975). Thus, Lefebvre 

argues succinctly: 

 

“Reduction is a scientific procedure designed to deal with the complexity and chaos of 

brute observations. This kind of simplification is necessary at first, but it must be quickly 

followed by the gradual restoration of what has thus been temporarily set aside for the 

sake of analysis.” (Lefebvre 1991:105). 

 

The abstract-simple level of analysis is thus independently inadequate for grasping the complexity of the 

real world and specific empirical observations because it fails to account for how the historically contingent 

features of Chinese capitalism has interacted with the essential determinations of capitalism. In conse-

quence, an abstract-simple analysis only represents the first step in a dialectical movement towards a con-

crete-complex interrogation of Chinese capitalism and the concrete mechanisms underpinning the emer-

gence of the CICPEC. 

 

The second analytical moment: China’s regionally decentralized state spatial project 

Section 4 transitions to a meso-level analysis. A meso-level analysis of capitalism examines “the relatively 

durable institutional arrangements, regulatory frameworks, and territorial configurations” (Brenner 

2004:20) of a historically and geographically specific context. In the first analytical moment, we formulated 

a theoretical framework to study how regularized institutional forms facilitate the reproduction of capital 

accumulation for a given capitalist society. We have defined these regularized institutional forms as a model 

of development, which comprised three principal components: (a) an accumulation strategy, (b) a state spa-

tial project, and (c) spatial imaginaries. Drawing upon this theoretical framework, we analyze the model of 

development on which China has depended. We explain that specific patterns of uneven geographical de-

velopment are structurally inscribed this model of development, as it is predicated on a system of scalar 
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decentralization and territorial differentiation, which has profoundly influenced the political-economic ge-

ography of Yunnan and Guangxi through a part-whole relationship. 

Studying capitalism on the meso-level further affixes the analysis to a bounded context character-

ized by relative stability. While a meso-level analysis permits “institutional diversity and geographical une-

venness [...] among distinct national, regional, or local contexts” (Brenner, 2004: 20), its principal purpose 

is to preserve a certain level of abstraction to identify the commonalities that manifest themselves as secu-

lar trends of a given society on the medium-term time scale. Thus, by identifying the regularized institu-

tional forms under which the reproduction of capital accumulation of a particular society is realized, we can 

pinpoint the underlying regularities and tendencies that govern its developmental trajectory. This is a nec-

essary analytical intervention, as it will provide the foundational context to understand the economic geog-

raphy of China and the historical underdevelopment and peripheralization of Yunnan and Guangxi. 

 

The third analytical moment: the coastal development strategy and regional polarization 

Section 4 continues by delving into the concrete-complex level of analysis, examining the coastal develop-

ment strategy introduced in 1988 by the central government as a state spatial strategy. Whereas the meso-

level analysis corresponds to the concept of state spatial projects, the concrete-complex level relates to the 

concept of state spatial strategies. The concrete-complex level of analysis can be interpreted as a conjunc-

tural analysis, the purpose of which is to understand “the contextually specific political-economic frame-

works and territorial configurations through which everyday social reproduction unfolds” (Brenner, 2004: 

21). More specifically, the notion of a conjuncture refers to the transitory characteristics of the complex 

constellation of determinations (economic, political, ideological) of a given historical moment (Koivisto 

and Lahtinen 2012). It allows us to study how state spatial strategies and their attendant spatial imaginaries 

have molded sociospatial relations and accumulation processes to stabilize the overarching state spatial 

project to secure a degree of structured coherence and organizational unity. 

 

The fourth analytical moment: Western Development Strategy and the Greater Mekong Subregion 

Section 5 remains at the concrete-complex level of analysis and is divided into two subsections, represent-

ing two co-evolving state spatial strategies (WDS and GMS) involving Yunnan and Guangxi, which were 

initiated to accelerate their economic development. Collectively, they form the path-shaping antecedents of 

the double-opening strategy introduced in 2010 and the CICPEC in 2013. In the first subsection on the 

WDS, we trace the development of the WDS following its inauguration in 1999 and its limited success at 
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bridging the developmental gap between Yunnan and Guangxi and the coastal regions. We identify how 

the WDS was primarily predicated on inter-regional integration instead of extra-regional integration. 

The second subsection on the GMS analyzes how Yunnan & Guangxi has integrated into the GMS 

area. Following the introduction of the GMS in 1992, it marked the beginning of extra-regional integration 

processes as the external borders of Yunnan and Guangxi were opened. We establish that the integration 

process can be divided into three phases, reflecting the multi-scalar dynamics between the Chinese central 

government and the provincial governments of Yunnan and Guangxi: (a) an early phase of bottom-up in-

tegration that was primarily coordinated by the provincial governments, (b) a subsequent phase of bottom-

up integration that was slowly being challenged by top-down influences, and (c) a final phase with the in-

troduction of the CICPEC as a national strategy, characterized by a top-down process. 

 

The fifth analytical moment: a prognostic discussion on the future of the regionally decentralized 

state spatial project 

Section 6 returns to the meso-level of analysis by discussing how the changing political-economic geogra-

phy of Yunnan and Guangxi provides critical insights into the future of China’s state spatial project. As 

part of the central government’s attempt to rebalance the Chinese economy under the new normal, the 

transformation of Yunnan and Guangxi through the CICPEC serves as a useful proxy to understand the 

impending changes in China’s accumulation strategy and mode of sociospatial regulation. We discuss the 

endemic tension between scalar decentralization and recentralization, presenting two possible future sce-

narios. 
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Figure 3.2.1 - Dialectical research design 

3.2.3 Data collection, reliability, and validity 

Our research has drawn extensively upon both primary (statistical data and historical policy documents) 

and secondary (peer-reviewed research and news articles) sources of data. The use of statistical data has 

been important to trace the macroeconomic patterns of the national and provincial economies (Yunnan 

and Guangxi). Historical policy documents from the National Reform and Development Commission, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the State Council have constituted principal sources of information on the 

CCP to understand the state spatial projects, strategies and imaginaries that have informed Chinese state 

actors. Secondary resources have also provided an existing base of scholarship upon which we have been 

able to validate the interpretive context of the data we have collected. Two recurring sources of news arti-

cles upon which we have drawn is China Daily and Xinhua News Agency, both of which are state-owned 

institutions that are responsible for communicating official state information. 

The data collection process has required the rigorous spadework of assessing the provenance and 

validity of the documents (Evans 1997). As a caveat to the data collection process, critically scrutinizing the 

sources has been necessary to secure the reliability of the data, since the accuracy of statistics and policy 

review documents from Chinese state agencies are known to contain varying degrees of inaccuracies 

(Breslin 2007; Su 2014). The historical reason for this has been, in part, because of the inconsistency be-
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tween data collection methods across different geographical scales. As many types of data are collated on 

the subnational scale, differences in collection methods have led to aggregate level errors. Another issue 

concerns the political context of statistical data, which are “situated differently in the power geometries of 

Chinese politics” (Su 2014:95). Thus, subnational actors have had the incentives to fudge the data for vari-

able political reasons. Although these statistical discrepancies have been improved considerably in recent 

years, we have adopted an observational protocol to establish “a hierarchy of sources, ranked according to 

their reliability” (Moses and Knutzen 2012). We have followed a three-step protocol of: (a) triangulation of 

data to validate their veracity by drawing upon multiple sources, (b) prioritize non-Chinese sources if pos-

sible, (c) case-by-case evaluation of the validity of specific statistical claims. 

John Creswell (2014) refers to qualitative validity as the methodological procedures that are em-

ployed to ensure the accuracy of research findings. To achieve internal validity, which pertains to the de-

sign of the study, we have adopted a dialectical approach that imposes a logical structure that has guided 

our research. In contrast to other open-ended and pragmatic case study designs, the dialectical approach 

follows a relatively more rigorous procedure. However, it is not possible to realize the same degree of 

methodological rigor as quantitative methods premised on statistical analysis due to the complexity of the 

object of study. Insofar as we are not studying a generalized causal relationship, but rather a series of con-

crete-complex historical events, we cannot adopt any fixed or pre-defined research method. 

Concerning external validity, which concerns the generalizability of our findings, we stress that the 

dialectical approach to the case study is a heterogeneous unit of analysis. This means that different parts of the 

analytical moments relate differently to the particular and general. As argued previously, the purpose of 

critical realist research is not to find law-like generalizations in the form of constant conjunctions of events, 

because capitalism does not exist as a rational abstraction but only in its concrete-complex form. The me-

so-level analyses, namely the second and fifth analytical moments, provide generalizable knowledge about 

China’s model of development and underlying mode of sociospatial regulation since its encounter with 

capitalist modernity in 1978. The relatively durable and regularized institutional ensembles represent meso-

level context in which all of the six constituent corridors have been embedded, constituting a shared set of 

regulatory dilemmas, sociospatial contradictions and political-economic conflicts that have informed their 

respective policy designs and contents. While we analyze the CICPEC specifically, the insights uncover in 

these sections are also relevant to the other five corridors. 

The third, fourth and fifth analytical moments are situated on the concrete-complex level of analy-

sis, which places emphasis on the concrete and particularized social processes of class struggle, capital ac-
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cumulation, and policy-making. In other words, the concrete-complex is the outcome of the unity between 

the essential characteristics of capitalism uncovered in the abstract-simple level and the contingent features 

and determinations that are unique to the given meso-level historical-geographical context that is exam-

ined. From this perspective, the concrete-complex has a low level of generalizability, as the knowledge con-

tribution is about the particularized processes that have underpinned specific state spatial strategies. The 

concrete-complex needs to be interrogated within the broader context of the meso-level analysis, that is, 

the BRI and CICPEC are contextually specific state spatial planning project that are the concrete-complex 

outcomes of the historical dynamics of the broader meso-level context in which they are embedded. As we 

seek to understand the concrete processes through which the CICPEC have unfolded, then, we need to 

contextualize its particular pattern of development with the overarching transformations coinciding on the 

meso-level of Chinese capitalism. 
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4. Historical contextualization 

The purpose of this section is to provide a meso-level historical contextualization of the model of devel-

opment - comprising a regime of accumulation and mode of sociospatial regulation - undergirding China’s 

initial economic ascent in the post-reform period. This initial historical contextualization is followed by a 

more concrete investigation of the first spatial layering process, namely the coastal development strategy. 

The coastal development strategy represents the initial step in the overarching dialectical movement be-

tween the state spatial project and the state spatial strategies from which the BRI and CICPEC have 

emerged as path-dependent outcomes (see Figure 4.1). 

 This section proceeds as follows. The first subsection uncovers the model of development on 

which China’s political economy has depended in the post-reform period, drawing upon our three-pronged 

theoretical framework: (a) the regime of accumulation, (b) state spatial project, and (c) spatial imaginaries. 

First, we establish that China’s model of development has relied on an export-dependent and investment-

driven regime of accumulation. Secondly, we argue that the success and stability of its regime of accumula-

tion have been contingent on a regionally decentralized state spatial project, which combines a system of 

scalar decentralization with territorial customization and differentiation. Last, we analyze the spatial imagi-

nary that has provided the ideological and semiotic content legitimizing the state spatial project, which em-

phasizes on regional self-sufficiency and experimentation. 

 The second subsection transitions from a meso-level analysis to a concrete-complex investigation 

of how the coastal development strategy has been an attempt “to mold the geographies of industrial devel-

opment” (Brenner, 2005: 91) to endow the state spatial project with the appearance of functional coher-

ence and sociospatial integration. We argue that the coastal development strategy has been predicated on a 

spatially selective strategy in which patterns of uneven development have been structurally inscribed. The 

analysis of the state spatial strategy is then followed by an in-depth analysis of the spatial imaginaries pav-

ing the way for the coastal development strategy, securing legitimization both internally (in the party) as 

well as externally (from the population). 
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Figure 4.1 – The dialectical relationship between the state spatial project and state spatial strate-

gies 

 

4.1 China’s model of development in the post-reform period 

4.1.1 Export-dependent and investment-driven regime of accumulation 

As part of its process of reform and liberalization in the late 1970s, China adopted an export-dependent 

and investment-driven regime of accumulation. To illustrate this, we can look at the three accounting fac-

tors that comprise the GDP: (a) consumption, (b) investments and (c) net exports. In 1980, a few years 

after Deng Xiaoping was elected as the General Secretary and had initiated the open-door policy, con-

sumption constituted 77.5 percent of GDP. In 2016, total consumption as a share of GDP has been re-
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duced to 53 percent, which is much lower than the other BRIC countries that have an average un-weighted 

total consumption share of GDP of 76.5 percent (shown in Figure 4.2 below). 

 

Figure 4.2 - GDP composition of BRICS countries 

Source: World Bank Data 

 

If we examine the share of investments of China’s total GDP, we discover that it has increased substantial-

ly. In 1980, the investment share of GDP in China was 35 percent. In 2016, it had reached a level of 44 

percent, signifying a rapid growth over the period. In comparison, the average un-weighted investment of 

BRICS countries is only 21.75 percent, less than half of that in China, which clearly shows that China has 

an exceptionally high level of investments. Lastly, when looking at the net export share of GDP, we ob-

serve that the Chinese net export contribution is three times larger than India, Brazil and South Africa. 

However, to fully analyze the importance of exports of the economy, we need to look at the total export 

share of GDP over time in China. In 1980, total exports made up 5 percent of GDP, which rose to an all-

time high before the financial crisis and constituted 19 percent in 2016. Hence, the importance of exports 

to the economy has increased fourfold. In sum, we can observe that the Chinese economy has increased its 

reliance on investment and exports while decreasing its reliance on consumption. This shows that the Chi-

nese national regime of accumulation is built upon exports and investments. 
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4.1.2 The regionally decentralized state spatial project 

The central government and its network of state apparatuses perform a central task in differentiating or 

integrating “state institutions and policy regimes across geographical scales and among different locations 

within the state’s territory“ (Brenner, 2005: 91) to secure the structural context within which capital accu-

mulation can be promoted. We argue that the state spatial project on which China’s model of development 

has depended for its stability and success during the post-reform period was predicated on regionally de-

centralized governance. Regionally decentralized governance has roots all the way back to the Qin dynasty 

(221-206 BC). As administering a continent-sized country raised enormous logistical challenges, it became 

necessary to decentralize governmental functions. In effect, governmental functions were delegated to the 

subnational scales of the administrative hierarchy, such that the primary unit of governance became de facto 

the provinces (Xu, 2015:95-98). Each province was delegated the necessary governance functions to exist 

as self-contained political systems. Furthermore, while the emperor would appoint each of the public offi-

cials that would be stationed in the provincial governments to ensure loyalty and control, the functional 

task of appointing and promoting political personnel was shared between the national and subnational 

scales (Ibid). 

 The continuation of this regionally decentralized system within the context of the modern Chinese 

political system reveals how the governance of state spatiality has been a path-dependent process and out-

come, in part informed by the regulatory dilemmas confronted in the past that still apply in the present, but 

also because that specific institutional forms have been entrenched and difficult to challenge. While the 

advances in transportation and information and communications technology (ICT) have advanced rapidly, 

mitigating many of the initial practical concerns about political coordination, these institutional geographies 

have nevertheless been preserved. 

 A regionally decentralized system combines a unique articulation of territorial and scalar relations 

(see Table 4.1). On the scalar dimension, it is premised on a system of scalar decentralization, whereby po-

litical authority is restructured and dispersed across multiple scales and localities (Brenner 2004). Scalar de-

centralization entails the strategic rescaling of state operations and processes, such that specific governance 

functions that are traditionally centralized around the national scale are transferred to the regional and pro-

vincial scale, thereby enhancing their political discretion to make independent policy decisions and, in turn, 

improving their regulatory flexibility and market responsiveness. We can describe this scalar organization as 

a multidivisional form in which each province is self-contained and has parallel political functions. Whereas 
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a unitary form does not have any duplicate political functions and therefore entails a centralized, top-down 

mode of regulatory coordination, a multidivisional form produces subnational rule regimes characterized 

by regulatory differentiation across scales and between localities. 

 

Table 4.1: Scalar and territorial articulation of the regionally decentralized state spatial project 

 Homogeneity Heterogeneity 

Scalar Centralization Decentralization 

Territorial Uniformity Customization 

 

Regional decentralization does not imply that the central government serves no purpose altogether, as it 

assumes a key role of inter-scalar management (Peck 2002). Rather than prescribing specific policy actions 

for each provincial government, the central government provides the dynamic platform and institutional 

context within which provinces are encouraged to experiment with speculative policy practices (Lim 2016). 

The central government therefore primarily sets the rules of the game but gives the political actors residing 

in the provinces that are in closer proximity with the transactional environment of capital accumulation the 

political discretion for strategic maneuvering. Xiaobo Su (2012) proposes that the Chinese state, in fact, 

relies on two scalar mechanisms: upward coordination and downward implementation. Upward coordina-

tion describes how the central government exerts political effort to coordinate and negotiate with suprana-

tional institutions and actors, formulating regulatory and cooperative frameworks to expedite the interna-

tional trade relations of Chinese provinces. Downward implementation refers to how provincial govern-

ments carry out the concrete policy implementation, organizing the specific development projects in their 

respective localities. 

 On the territorial dimension, regionally decentralized governance is based on territorial customiza-

tion, which encourages differentiated institutional forms and administrative arrangements in provinces. 

The aspect of customization is a direct consequence of scalar decentralization. Unlike a system in which a 

dominant scale imposes a uniform strategy that is coordinated top-down, the policy discretion of provinces 

allows and encourages them to pursue differentiated strategies that accommodate for the place-specific 

regulatory challenges facing their respective contexts of capital accumulation. The rationale behind territo-

rial customization and differentiation has historically been shaped by the patterned geography of China’s 

natural terrain. The uneven development between Chinese provinces can thus, in part, be attributed to the 

historical legacy of China’s uneven natural endowment of natural resources, observed prior to its moderni-
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zation in 1978. However, this does not rule out the relevance of studying uneven development within the 

context of capitalism (Smith 1984). We will now look at the governance mechanisms, which has secured  

the success of the regional decentralized system: regional experimentation, supported by fiscal decentraliza-

tion and political championships for promotions. 

4.1.2.1 Regional experimentation 

To ensure a stable and gradual opening of the economy, the central government promoted regional exper-

imentation. The idea of regional experimentation is captured by the famous metaphor ”crossing the river 

by feeling the stones” introduced by Deng Xiaoping. Translated into concrete policy, it suggested that re-

gions and provinces were encouraged to independently experiment with various avenues of reform to as-

certain their success before others would follow along. In combination with the competitive dynamics of a 

free market, regional experimentation thereby harnessed the potentials of territorial differentiation, under 

which spatial differences were encouraged under the assumption that competitive practices would spill into 

adjoining regions and lead to a gradual spatial equalization again (Harvey 2005). 

Scholars such as Rodrik have hailed the Chinese system of regional experimentation as the main 

reason for why the Chinese reform process ended up so successful compared to former Soviet economies 

(Rodrik, 2006). He explains that a considerable advantage to regional experimentation is that you leverage 

the local knowledge and information on how things work. Localized experimentation reduces the risk of 

failure from reforms, as its impacts (positive or negative) will be contained in the locality (region, province, 

municipality, town). However, when a reform proves to be successful, it can easily be replicated in other 

regions. Furthermore, if another province is successful in implementing a reform, the political resistance to 

the reform in the other regions will be reduced greatly (Ibid). 

A policy innovation that accelerated China’s economic ascent was its use of SEZs. Initially, there 

was a large opposition towards SEZs in the top level of the central government, as it feared that foreign 

influences would tarnish China’s ideological fabric. The political hesitation towards change made it nearly 

impossible to coordinate a national strategy for attracting FDI through SEZs. Within the context of uncer-

tainty, Guangdong seized the opportunity and became the first province to ask the central government for 

permission to open two SEZs, which were to be located in the municipalities of Shenzhen and Zhuhai. As 

the effects of the policy initiative were circumscribed to the two municipalities, it served as a compromise 

between those in the central government who were against the idea of SEZs and those who were in favor 

of it (Xu 2011:39). Moreover, as the foreign influence would be limited to only two bounded localities, the 
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political opposition was substantially mitigated. The two major pieces of legislation, which allowed the in-

troduction of SEZs in 1979, was the "Law of the People's Republic of China on Joint Venture Using Chi-

nese and Foreign Investment” alongside a directive from the State Council called “Provisional Measures on 

Using Imports to Support Exports”. These two policies aimed to experiment with the possibility of an ex-

port-oriented regime of accumulation by harnessing the opportunity of attracting FDI and foreign tech-

nology to catch up with the West (Tzeng 1991:270–71). One year later, in 1980, the central government 

accepted the opening of four new SEZs and in 1984, after the great success of the initial SEZs, fourteen 

cities were subsequently allowed to open SEZs. This development clearly shows how the system of region-

al decentralization and experimentation mitigated political opposition to change; once the results had been 

demonstrated to be positive, a subsequent diffusion of the policies ensued (Xu 2011:40). Figure 4.4 shows 

the rapid growth of SEZs and FDI in China and the proportion of FDI that is targeted SEZs. The figure 

shows that the SEZ have been the main driving force behind the growth in both exports but also FDI into 

China and that this has been one of the major reasons for the uneven development. 

 

Figure 4.4: SEZs drive growth in export and FDI 

Source: China Statistical Yearbook and (Xu 2011:1114) 
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4.1.2.2 Fiscal decentralization as supporting mechanism to regional experimentation 

Fiscal decentralization has been one of the two tools supporting the regional experimentation, by giving 

the provinces an incentive to experiment with new modes of development, to increase the provincial tax 

base. Since 1951, the fiscal decentralization has increased over time, which is shown in figure 4.5 below. 

Under Mao, the intentions behind the fiscal decentralization were that each province should be largely self-

sufficient in production (Hao and Wei 2010:1085–87; Zhang 2008:9). In the 1980s, the “contract responsi-

bility system” was established, which increased the autonomy of provinces to arrange the budgets as they 

wished, creating a stronger correlation between the revenue and expenditure. As shown in the figure, tax 

revenue and expenditure started to approximate each other between 1979-1994. 

However, as the share of the total tax revenue of the central government had declined over the 

years, the central government feared in the face of the new economic context after the reform period that 

the diminished fiscal capacity of the central government could weaken its control over the economic de-

velopment of the country. These concerns reflected the endemic tension between scalar centralization and 

decentralization, under which political agents occupying different levels of the administrative scalar hierar-

chy competed to assert their influences (Brenner 2004). It should thus be repeated that a state spatial pro-

ject does not guarantee that they will remain viably coherent over time but should always be analyzed as a 

contested process that is continuously negotiated and unfolding. In response to these political and strategic 

considerations, a new tax reform that would lead to a partial scalar re-centralization was implemented in 

1994 that would increase the level of fiscal sharing between the national and subnational level. Even 

though the fiscal reform increased the central government’s fiscal revenue, the reform ensured an even 

stronger correlation between provincial growth and provincial tax income, thus strengthening the model of 

regional experimentation (Zhang 2008:13). 
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Figure 4.5: Subnational tax revenue and expenditure 

Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2017 

4.1.2.3 Political championships as a supporting mechanism for regional experimentation 

The second governance mechanism that underpinned the system of regional experimentation was a meri-

tocratic performance-based promotion system for the provincial politicians, which also dates all the way 

back to the Qin dynasty. We refer to this system as a “political championship”. This governance mecha-

nism secures the functional coherence of the regionally decentralized system as it incentivizes local politi-

cians to develop the economy of their respective locality in order get promotions. The performance-based 

reward system grants the central government the capacity to stipulate the criteria against which politicians 

are assessed to be eligible for promotions. More specifically, 60-70 percent of the points for promotions 

are based on the work performance, while the rest are based on holistic assessments of their political integ-

rity and the like (Edin 2003:37). The points assigned for work performance is based on the relative eco-

nomic performance of the province; hence the local politicians have a high incentive to experiment with 

policies in order to get promoted. For instance, the local politicians in Guangdong, which initiated the 

SEZs, landed top-level positions in the central government after the success of the SEZs had been ascer-

tained (Hao and Wei 2010:1117). 

 We describe this reward system as a political championship, insofar as the central government stip-

ulates the rules and the local politicians compete for promotions. In other words, political championships 

function as an important metagovernance (governance of governance) instrument for inter-scalar manage-
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ment (Jessop, 2016), by manipulating the institutional context (incentive structures) within which social 

agents make their decisions and thereby align the interests of the central government (principal) and pro-

vincial politicians (agents). To assess the importance of economic performance for political promotions, we 

can use the findings from Li and Zhou. Li and Zhou have used a dataset covering 254 provincial leaders 

between 1979 and 1995, measuring the statistical impact that the provincial growth has on the likelihood of 

either promotions or terminations. When controlling for education, age, connection to the central govern-

ment and the number of years in the position, they find that if the growth of the province is one standard 

deviation higher than the average, corresponding to 6 percentage points, then the chance of promotion 

increase by 33 percent and the risk of termination decreases by 30 percent. (Li and Zhou 2009:1754). 

4.1.3 Regional experimentation and self-sufficiency as spatial imaginaries 

The spatial imaginary legitimizing regional experimentation has changed considerably under various admin-

istrations. During the period of Mao’s rule, the spatial imaginary underpinning regional experimentation 

was mainly “self-reliance” and was one of the three foundations of Mao Zedong thought (Tisdell 2013: 19). 

Self-reliance refers to relying on one’s own powers both nationally, but also regionally inside China. In 

practice, this meant that each province should have a high degree of control over the production of goods 

that are necessary to the economy without the interference of the central government, which entails re-

gional decentralization but also regional experimentation in terms of organization, taxation and production 

strategies. Mao implemented a “comprehensive, independent economic system not only in the nation, but 

at the regional and local levels as well, even down to that of the communal and the individual enterprise” 

(Tisdell 2013:240). Hence, the spatial imaginary of self-reliance was built around the idea of spatial egalitar-

ianism; that each region is equal. 

 During the reform era, the spatial imaginary underpinning the regional experimentation changed 

away from the benefits of self-reliance to highlighting that regional experimentation could enable China to 

follow through with its reforms. From 1978 and forward, regional experimentation and regional decentrali-

zation were predicated on reforms supported by fiscal decentralization, privatization of SOEs and a more 

direct political championship for promotions. Hence, regional experimentation now referred to the system 

ensuring China’s gradual movement from a planned economy towards a market-oriented economy (Xu 

2011:1116). Deng Xiaoping continuously referred to these reforms, driven at the regional level, to “cross-

ing the river by feeling the stones”. This phrase was the spatial imaginary that induced the provinces to 

pursue different strategies, which would then gradually inspire other provinces, eventually making the en-
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tire country cross the river to become a market-oriented economy. However, the specific policy of regional 

experimentation as a way to promote reforms was supported by a spatial imaginary that reduced opposition 

to the reforms in the CCP and in the population. Hence, in 1985, a few years after the reforms had started, 

Deng argued that “Reform is China’s second revolution”, to underscore that the reforms could go hang in 

hand with socialism (Xiaoping 1984). Furthermore, a year after the major taxation reform which exacerbat-

ed the regional inequality, Deng argued that “To build socialism it is necessary to develop the productive 

forces . . . not until . . . we have reached the level of the moderately developed countries, shall we be able 

to say that we have really built socialism” (Tisdell 2013:1090). These statements during the reform era lim-

ited the opposition to the state spatial projects. 

4.2 Initial layer of state spatial restructuring 

4.2.1 The coastal development strategy as a state spatial strategy 

The coastal development strategy was a state spatial strategy implemented during the rule of the pragmatic 

General Secretary of the CCP, Zhao Ziyang, who entered into office in 1987. In the latter half of the 

1980s, China faced a number of economic challenges, which the coastal development strategy aimed to 

solve. Firstly, following the death of Mao, Deng Xiaoping implemented the first major reform of the Chi-

nese economy called “the four modernizations”, which covered agriculture, science, technology, and de-

fense. The agriculture reform introduced market mechanisms into the agricultural production, by allowing 

farmers to sell all products in excess of their quota on the free market, which increased the incentives to 

invest and increase production. As a result, agricultural production increased 61 percent from 1978 to 

1984, which led to growing unemployment, as fewer people were needed to partake in the agricultural pro-

duction (Xu 2011:1090, 1112). At the same time, the Chinese economy had yet to reform its SOEs, which 

had very low productivity. In sum, the coastal development strategy aimed to solve both the issue of un-

employment and lacking productivity in the SOEs. The coastal development strategy partly aimed to solve 

these issues by moving the surplus labor from the agricultural production into the industrial production on 

the coast, while the SOEs would be forced to increase their productivity in order to stay competitive com-

pared to the foreign-funded enterprises, while also helping the SOEs to increase their productivity by in-

troducing new foreign technology from FDI spillovers (Yang 1991:44–46). 

 The coastal development strategy was divided into three phases. The first phase would use China’s 

low wages to attract labor-intensive production to the coastal areas, which would fuel the export-oriented 
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growth strategy. The second stage would use the foreign exchange to invest in the infrastructure needed to 

support further upgrading. The third phase entailed using the foreign exchange earned to heavily invest in 

the upgrading of the production facilities to move up the ladder of value-added activities (Tzeng 1991:272). 

Zhao Ziyang was, like many others in the central government, impressed with the success of the SEZs, for 

which reason he wanted to leverage the same mechanisms for growth through a nationally coordinated 

strategy. Hence, he pushed forward with the opening up policy with a large coastal development strategy, 

which aimed to interlink the coastal provinces with global circuits of capital. Within the context of China’s 

model of development, the coastal development strategy would also function as an export-promoting strat-

egy that would reinforce its national accumulation strategy premised on export and investments.  Having in 

mind that the coastal region already had established multiple SEZs, the central government reckoned that 

the best prospects for integrating with GPNs were to implement a spatially selective strategy catapulting 

the coastal region ahead. Specifically, Zhao argued that “our coastal areas offer cheaper yet qualified labor, 

better communication and infrastructural conditions, and particularly scientific and technological capabil-

ity” (Yang 1991:49). Hence, the coastal region was best fit for joining the GPNs, by leveraging its low labor 

costs, infrastructure, and relatively high productivity. Thus, in 1988, the coastal development strategy was 

officially launched, ten years after the initial Open-Door Policy and as a result of the success of the SEZs. 

 The coastal development strategy was thus a spatially selective strategy that afforded the coastal 

region with political and economic capital to develop ahead of the inland. The territorial articulation of the 

coastal development strategy complemented the system of territorial customization encapsulated in the re-

gionally decentralized system, as it sought to establish a regionalized network of spatial enclaves in the 

form of SEZs to attract FDI flows. The indirect consequence, however, was that it marked the beginning 

of an increasing customization and divergence of rule regimes and administrative arrangements between 

the coastal and inland provinces. Uneven development was structurally inscribed in the coastal develop-

ment strategy, as state institutions were mobilized “to channel major socioeconomic assets and advanced 

infrastructure investments into the most globally competitive urban and regional spaces” (Brenner 

2004:214). 

 The scalar articulation represented a partial lapse in the regionally decentralized system, as the cen-

tral government actively intervened through a policy coordination scheme that reorganized the capital ac-

cumulation processes of the coastal provinces.  The temporary recentralization of power occurred while 

economic the Chinese national-economy was in distress, which compelled the central government to reas-

sert its influence through a nationally coordinated recalibration of the national-economy. From this per-
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spective, the system of inter-scalar management is not organized around a static scalar hierarchy in which 

the distribution of governance functions is fixed, but demonstrates a high degree of flexibility that is re-

sponsive to regulatory dilemmas and crisis tendencies. In its capacity as a scale manager, the central gov-

ernment is willing to reclaim specific economic governance functions temporarily, or permanently, to “ab-

sorb the contradictory pressures associated with” (Lim 2014:238) specific strategic dilemmas. 

4.2.2 Spatial imaginaries of the coastal development strategy 

The spatial imaginary supporting the coastal development strategy had to depart from the spatial egalitari-

anism that was a central part of Mao Zedong’s spatial imaginary supporting self-reliance. The beginning of 

this departure was a policy memorandum from the State Planning Commission, by Wang Jian. The memo-

randum was called “The Beneficial International Circle (BIC)”, published in 1987. The memorandum ar-

gued that the engine for economic growth was trade. Hence, in order for China to advance to the next de-

velopment stage, it needed to link its economy to the international trade network and thus depart from 

self-reliance, but also spatial egalitarianism, as the coast should be the window to the world. In order to link 

China to the international trade network, Zhao Ziyang presented the coastal development strategy at the 

thirteen-party congress in 1987. He argued that China should allow private foreign firms in the coastal re-

gions and leverage the low labor costs of China, to join to GPNs. The ideological foundation to support 

the coastal development strategy was that China was still at a “preliminary stage of socialism”, which meant 

that China would still have to pursue capitalist development, before transitioning to socialism (Yang 

1991:44–46). To convince the population, the BIC article was published in 1987 in Guangming Daily and 

in the start of 1988 in Economic Daily, where several other economists supported the plan. To increase the 

public support for the coastal development strategy, Zhao Ziyang introduced the geopolitical aspect of re-

unification. Zhao argued, that if China could succeed with its coastal development strategy and lift the 

GDP per capita to levels similar to that of Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, then reunification with these 

areas would be easier (Tzeng 1991:7). 

 However, there was also a lot of opposition to the coastal development strategy. Several members 

of the party saw the coastal development strategy as an integration of the Chinese economy into the global 

capitalist formation. This led Zhao to initiate a coastal tour, during which he met with the leaders of the 

coastal provinces to gather their support for the coastal development strategy. Partly because of Zhao’s 

experience as a provincial official, and as a tool to convince the coastal provinces to support the project, 

the coastal development strategy entailed a strong reliance on scalar decentralization, which complemented 
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the underlying state spatial project. In effect, each province would set up their own policies, while allowing 

Foreign Trading Companies to be responsible for their own profits and losses, the management of the fac-

tories, the wages and the selling of their products on the international market (Yang 1991:52). After the 

coastal tour, Zhao wrote a report in 1988 called “The question of strategy for economic development of 

the coastal regions”. Zhao received the full support for the report by Deng Xiaoping, who wrote the fol-

lowing on the report: “I fully agree. We must in particular pursue this with great boldness and speed up our 

pace; we must not bungle this chance” (Deng cited in Fewsmith 1994:27). After Deng Xiaoping’s support, 

the Politburo and the State Council followed. 

 Moreover, several provincial leaders of the CCP from the western provinces, such as Yunnan and 

Guangxi, were critical of the impact that the coastal development strategy would have on the economies of 

the western province. For instance, they feared that raw materials would increase in price, as the produc-

tion plants of the east would drive up the price. Secondly, that the coastal development strategy wouldn’t 

increase the growth of the western provinces, thus exacerbating the regional inequality (Yang 1991:52). To 

respond to the fear of increasing inequality, Zhao admitted that inequality would be increasing, however, 

that the level of absolute wealth in the western provinces would increase eventually: “Development in the 

coastal areas will definitely contribute to the development in the interior part of the country… After the 

coastal areas have developed, it is impossible for the interior part of the country to remain undeveloped'' 

(Zhao cited in Gargan 1998). This view was summed up in Deng Xiaoping’s famous phrase: “Let some 

people get rich first” (The Economist 2001). To calm the fears of growing raw material prices, Zhao ar-

gued that the FTCs would by “placing both ends outside”, meaning that they should import raw materials 

from the world market, process them and then sell them on the world market once again. This would limit 

the adverse effects on the inland provinces in terms of rising prices for raw materials and higher competi-

tion for finished products (Yang 1991:52). 
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5. The legacy of uneven development on the political-economic geogra-
phy of Yunnan and Guangxi 

The political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi have historically been characterizes by relative 

isolation and predominantly mountainous terrain, which has limited their opportunities to established a 

robust local economic or economic ties with neighboring localities (Donaldson 2011; Li 2014). From these 

observations, Jane Golley posits that the uneven development between Yunnan and Guangxi and the 

coastal region has simply been the product of “geographical and historical factors that have long favored 

the Eastern region” (Golley 2007:115). However, the problem about this sterilized and static account of 

uneven development is that it ignores how inherited patterns of inequality have been reinforced by the re-

gionally decentralized state spatial project and the coastal development strategy. The enduring socioeco-

nomic underdevelopment of both Yunnan and Guangxi within the context of modern China has therefore 

not been a logical inevitability but has rather been the path-dependent outcome of the spatial selectivities 

emanating from state spatial restructuring processes. 

 In this section, we analyze the influence of uneven development on the political-economic geogra-

phy of Yunnan and Guangxi, and the subsequent multi-scalar political response it has prompted from the 

provincial and national governments. This section consists of three subsections. The first subsection evalu-

ates how the coastal development strategy has reinforced specific regional patterns of uneven develop-

ment. Thereafter, we explain how the central and provincial governments have initiated a double-opening 

strategy, constituting two co-evolving state spatial strategies, as a response to the sociospatial dilemmas and 

challenges posed by uneven development, which have eventually culminated in the CICPEC as a path-

dependent outcome. This will prepare us for the second and third subsection (section 5.2 and 5.3), which 

will detail the concrete-complex processes of the respective state spatial strategies and their gradual policy 

convergence. 

5.1 The dynamics of uneven development and multi-scalar responses 

The political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi form a part-whole relationship with the Chi-

nese national economy (Zhang and Peck 2016), internalizing the dynamics of uneven development that 

have been structurally inscribed in the regionally decentralized state spatial project and the coastal devel-

opment strategy. To measure uneven development, we can compare both the regional and the provincial 

levels of inequality. The provincial inequality refers to the inequality between the provinces, whereas the 
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regional inequality refers to the inequality between the three major regions in China: eastern, central and 

western region. The three regions are depicted in the figure below. 

 

Figure 5.1 - The three regions of China 

 

To compare the inequality at the regional and provincial level, we use the Gini coefficient. In Figure 5.2 

below, we can observe the gradual increase in inequality at the regional and provincial level. Both the pro-

vincial and regional inequality started out at a relatively modest level. In the crisis following the Great Leap 

Forward, during which the economy of the coastal region was weakened, we saw a decline in regional and 

provincial inequality. Then, in the 1980s, the reform period initiated a host of rural reforms, which opened 

up for more individual farming that increased labor productivity. This benefitted the poorer provinces, 

thereby reducing interprovincial inequality in the 1980s (Liao and Wei 2016:5). 
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Figure 5.2 - Growing provincial and regional inequality in China 

Source: (Liao and Wei 2016:7) 

 

Following the initiation of the coastal development strategy in 1988, the levels of regional and inter-

provincial levels of inequality started to widen again substantially. In consequence, between 1994-2004, 90 

percent of the total trade volume and 85 percent of the total FDI in China was concentrated in the coastal 

region (Hao and Wei 2010:188). As China acceded to the WTO in 2001, it was granted access to an ex-

panded global export market, which further reinforced its export-dependent and investment-driven accu-

mulation strategy. However, this only exacerbated regional inequality through the process of circular and 

cumulative causation (Myrdal 1957), whereby the initial gains in locational advantages obtained from the 

preferential policies of the central government triggered a self-reinforcing mechanism consolidating the 

competitiveness of the coast. In consequence, primarily the coastal region captured the gains from the en-

hanced integration with global export markets, leading to a further consolidation of uneven development. 

 Western provinces protested the fact that coastal regions that were granted the privilege to “get 

rich first”, while the inland regions had to wait patiently for their turn. The underlying justification of the 

“get rich first” argument was informed by the ladder-step transition theory, which established a geograph-

ical template for a sequentially-ordered development plan (Lim 2016). The developmental rationale behind 

the ladder-step transition theory was that the coastal region could gradually transfer institutional knowledge 

to the underdeveloped inland region once it had consolidated its industrial base. However, various scholars 

from Yunnan were skeptical about the purported inevitability of economic re-convergence (Dingchang, 
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Long, and Wei 1989). They contended that rather than rectifying historically inherited patterns of uneven 

development, the coastal development strategy only sought to exacerbate them. 

 The vocal criticism of the widening regional disparity prompted defensive responses from the cen-

tral government. Deng Xiaoping reassured the western provinces, during his reform-promoting tour in 

1992, that the inland provinces would receive comprehensive political and economic support before the 

end of the century (Hongyi 2002). Jiang Zemin, who was recently elected as the successor to Zhao Ziyang, 

expressed similar sentiments in 1992 about the legacy of the coastal development strategy, recommending 

that resources were mobilized to meet the challenges brought about by uneven development. The initial 

steps to redress uneven development consisted of sporadic policy interventions, which were relatively un-

successful.  One of the political responses to uneven development by the central government was the tax 

reform in 1994 that partially recentralized tax revenue, enabling the central government to actively redis-

tribute to the underdeveloped provinces (see section 4.1.2.2). However, the fiscal sharing system did not 

solve the issue of uneven development, as the central government did not start to invest more into the in-

land regions (Hao and Wei 2010:12–14; Zhang 2006: 717-718). In 1993, prior to the reform, central gov-

ernment spending in the western and central regions was at respectively 98 percent and 79 percent of the 

national per capita average. In 1998, these numbers had declined to 83 percent and 76 percent (Hongyi 

2002). Another parallel policy initiative was inscribed in the 8th FYP, which sponsored the development of 

multiple infrastructure projects in the central and western regions. The construction of the Beijing-Hong 

Kong Railway, Nanning-Kunming Railway, and the Three Gorges Dam were all coordinated by the central 

government (Tian 2004). 

  However, among the sporadic policy efforts to redress uneven development, the coincidence of 

interests between the central and provincial governments managed to set in motion two co-evolving state 

spatial strategies in the 1990s that would entail a comprehensive second round of state spatial restructuring. 

We describe these two state spatial strategies as a double-opening strategy, as they were premised on a two-

pronged strategy of inter-regional and extra-regional integration. The parallel development of these two 

state spatial strategies represents the path-dependent antecedents to the CICPEC (see Figure 5.3), which 

culminated from the convergence of regulatory dilemmas and sociospatial challenges faced by each respec-

tive state spatial strategy independently. 
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Figure 5.3 - The layers of spatial restructuring leading to the CICPEC 

 

The first state spatial strategy sought to open up the internal borders of the inland provinces to reinforce 

inter-regional integration. Since the early 1980s, Yunnan and Guangxi had entered into various inter-

provincial cooperative agreements with coastal provinces such as Shanghai, Fujian, Beijing, and Shandong 

(Yang 1997:74). Yunnan agreed to supply the coastal provinces with raw materials from their mining indus-

try, while the coastal provinces would reciprocate with technical assistance to strengthen their weak indus-

trial base. In consequence, all parties benefited from the inter-regional cooperation. In the late 1980s, 

Guangxi concluded similar cooperative agreements with Guangdong, to which they would provide mineral 

resources. In return, Guangdong would provide Guangxi with technological expertise to also build their 

industrial capacities. 

 The central government observed how inter-regional integration could potentially promote eco-

nomic synergies that benefited both the coast and the inland. In view of the untapped potential from gen-

eralizing inter-regional integration mechanisms, the central government initiated the WDS in 1999 under 

the sponsorship of Jiang Zemin as a new nationally coordinated regional development strategy. Its princi-

pal purpose was to build the industrial base and infrastructure of the underdeveloped western provinces 

through a spatially selective strategy similar to the coastal development strategy. A pronounced argument 

that garnered support for the WDS by appealing to common interests was that the existing SEZs located in 
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the coastal region were poorly integrated with the rest of the Chinese economy (Wu and Wang 1985), con-

stituting relatively isolated regional enclaves detached from the economic circuits of the inland. The pro-

posed solution, then, was that extending SEZs to the inland would establish a network of regional spaces 

of capital accumulation that would lead to a more connected national-economy, which in turn would en-

hance the economic growth of the entire country. 

 The second state spatial strategy aimed to open up the external borders of Yunnan and Guangxi to 

promote extra-regional integration processes. In the early 1990s, provincial leaders from Yunnan inquired 

about the possibility of making Yunnan into “an interior trading port and offer it more favorable policies 

than those enjoyed by the coastal open cities” (Yang 1997:51). As extra-regional integration was still an un-

derexplored policy area pervaded by indeterminacy, it was the provincial governments that took the initia-

tive to explore what opportunities it could bring. Western provinces reasoned that it would only be logical 

to open up the external borders in the west in view of the success that the coastal region enjoyed from 

opening up to GPNs. In response to the political zeal expressed by the inland provinces, the Central 

Committee issued the Central Document no. 4 in 1992, which officially extended the opening up process 

to the inland (Fu 2000). 

 With the permission to open up externally, Yunnan proposed a state spatial strategy of “linking up 

with the coast and turning to South Asia in the west” (Yang 1997:55), envisioning the possibility of inte-

grating with an extra-regional space of capital accumulation. Thus, when the Asian Development Bank 

launched the GMS in 1992, Yunnan immediately seized the opportunity by joining the cooperation. In 

contrast to the top-down approach deployed in relation to the WDS, Yunnan and Guangxi profoundly 

shaped the GMS through a bottom-up process during the initial years. This was because the central gov-

ernment did not find it politically feasible to invest substantial effort in the GMS during the early 1990s, 

directing its attention instead to the success of the coastal region. The GMS is thus aptly described as a pol-

icy experimentation, which received the tacit support of the central government until the central govern-

ment started to reassert its influence in the 2000s. 
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5.2 The Western Development Strategy and the internal opening of Yunnan 
and Guangxi  

The WDS represented the cornerstone of the 10th FYP, intended as the first nationally coordinated state 

spatial strategy to counter the uneven development structurally inscribed in the coastal development strate-

gy. In this sense, it principally served as a spatial rebalancing strategy premised on inter-regional integration 

that sought to reorganize the national economy by opening up the internal borders between the geograph-

ically isolated provinces and relatively developed coastal region (Rongji 2001). In this section, we will detail 

how the WDS constituted a path-shaping antecedent to the first part of the double-opening strategy and 

the subsequent introduction of the CICPEC. The section will proceed in three steps. First, we account for 

the key policy initiatives of the WDS and their underlying rationale. Thereafter, we reinterpret the WDS as 

a state spatial strategy and spatial imaginary, specifying how it has related to the regionally decentralized 

state spatial project. Second, we evaluate to which degree the WDS has been successful at redressing une-

ven development and its ramifications on the political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi by 

scrutinizing a number of macro-economic indicators before and after its implementation. Last, we uncover 

why the purported effects of the WDS failed to materialize, and how its deficits have anticipated the sub-

sequent introduction of the CICPEC. 

5.2.1 The Western Development Strategy as a state spatial strategy and spatial imag-
inary 

The initial policies of the 1990s could not remedy uneven development because the series of uncoordinat-

ed policy initiatives were not far-reaching enough to overturn the entrenched institutional geographies in-

herited from the coastal development strategy (Myrdal 1957). From this perspective, the promulgation of 

the WDS was an acknowledgement of the need for a comprehensive second round of state spatial restruc-

turing (Tian 2004). The WDS would effectively stretch across 71 percent of China’s land area and involve 

one-fourth of the Chinese population. The 12 western provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions 

included in the strategy were: Yunnan, Guangxi, Chongqing, Sichuan, Shaanxi, Gansu, Guizhou, Tibet, In-

ner Mongolia, Qinghai, Ningxia and Xingjiang. To successfully promote inter-regional integration between 

the western and coastal provinces, then, the central government was faced with two major tasks that it had 

failed to accomplish in the early-1990s. First, it had to systematically improve spatial integration between 

western and coastal provinces by developing a multi-modal infrastructure network. Second, it had to pro-

mote the functional integration between regionalized capital accumulation processes through economic 
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restructuring. To realize these objectives, the central government issued three coordinated policy initiatives: 

(a) more state-led investments, (b) more fiscal transfers and tax breaks, and (c) increased lending from state 

banks (Lu and Deng 2011:16; OECD 2002:14). 

 The first policy initiative involved the implementation of a series of infrastructure-related invest-

ments. In the decade following 1999, the WDS carried out 143 key projects in the western provinces, ex-

ceeding past policy initiatives in the 1990s by far, which amassed a total cost of around RMB285 billion (Lu 

and Deng 2011:5). These key projects included the expansion of the number of airports, railroads, high-

ways, telecommunications networks, and electricity wires (Tian 2004). This is illustrated in Figure 5.2.1 be-

low, which shows the relative investment in fixed assets between the three regions in China during the era 

of the WDS. The figure shows that the central government invested approximately the same amount in all 

three regions as the WDS was initially introduced. However, the western region was granted a higher prior-

ity for investments in the subsequent 10 years, receiving nearly twice as much as the coastal region in 2003. 

The intention behind the comprehensive overhaul of the inter-regional infrastructure was to improve spa-

tial integration, facilitating the extended circulation and movement of goods, capital and labor. 

 

Figure 5.2.1 – Increasing investment in the western region 

Source: (China Statistical Yearbook 2017; Lu and Deng 2011:6) 
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The second policy initiative increased fiscal transfers to the western region. In Figure 5.2.2 below, the 

transfers from the central government to the western region is illustrated. The figure shows that in 1999, 

the western region received 29 percent of the transfers from the central government. This number gradual-

ly increased over the following 10 years during which the WDS was active, reaching an all-time high of 39 

percent in 2009. In absolute numbers, this corresponded to an increase from less than RMB100 billion to 

more than RMB1100 billion, equivalent to a tenfold increase, over the course of a decade. In addition to 

the fiscal transfers, the WDS also included a range of tax breaks aimed at incentivizing investments in the 

western provinces, the most important of which were: (a) a range of industries would enjoy an income tax 

of only 15 percent, (b) all infrastructure companies would be exempt from tax in the first 2 years of opera-

tion and would enjoy an income tax at only half the rate for the following two years and (c) supplies for 

infrastructure equipment would be exempt from import duties. (Lu and Deng 2011:4). The purpose of the 

tax breaks was to provide foreign capital with the fiscal incentives to relocate their businesses to the west-

ern provinces, thereby assisting the western provinces to integrate with GPNs. As part of the broader goal 

to promote functional integration between the coastal and western regions, the partial industrial relocation 

of foreign capital would facilitate the economic restructuring and upgrading of the western regional econ-

omy by transferring industrial capacities (Tian 2004). 

 

Figure 5.2.2 – High increase in fiscal transfers from the central government to the western region 

Source: (Lu and Deng 2011:4) 
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The third policy initiative was to encourage the major banks to lend more money to the western region to 

mitigate issues pertaining to credit constraints. To replicate the success of the coastal development strategy, 

the western provinces needed to increase their capital stock to improve their productivity levels. The in-

crease in the loan stock to the western region is shown in Figure 5.2.3 below. The figure shows that the 

Chinese SOEs have increased their loan share to the western regions during the WDS. However, it was a 

moderate increase, which thereby only partially alleviated the issue of capital shortage in combination with 

the policies of increased fiscal transfers and state-led infrastructure investments. 

 

Figure 5.2.3 – WDS has increased bank loans to the western region 

Source: (Lu and Deng 2011:7) 
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throughout an entire territory” (Brenner 2004), the WDS sought to redress uneven development by invert-

ing the coastal development strategy and rechanneling socioeconomic assets to the western provinces. To 

appeal to the locational preferences of the spatial logic of capital, both strategies have attempted to im-

prove their attractiveness to transnational flows of capital by enhancing their infrastructure and industrial 

capacities. 

 Second, the implementation of the WDS also entailed the partial recentralization of economic gov-

ernance similar to the coastal development strategy, occurring under similar conditions of political-

economic instability that were posing risks to the continued reproduction of the national regime of capital 

accumulation. As argued previously, scalar configurations are not static sociospatial structures but are ra-

ther the dynamic outcomes of political-economic processes of struggle (Harvey 2006; Peck 2002). While 

the regionally decentralized state spatial project has principally been predicated on allowing provincial 

economies to organize their own capital accumulation strategies, encouraging them to engage in independ-

ent policy experimentations, the central government has nonetheless displayed the predilection for inter-

vention in its capacity as a scale manager whenever it needs to rebalance the national economy. 

 Last, the WDS also differed from the coastal development strategy, as it also promoted a strategy 

of inter-regional integration. The economic and political restructuring entailed by inter-regional integration 

constituted both a reterritorialization and rescaling of capital accumulation processes. Jonathan Matusitz 

(Matusitz 2010) suggests that reterritorialization can both be conceived as simultaneous shrinking and ex-

pansion of sociospatial relations. Inter-regional integration both expands and shrinks sociospatial relations 

as it re-embeds capital accumulation processes in a regionally reconfigured formation of infrastructural and 

industrial linkages, undermining the importance of provincial and national scale simultaneously. Interpreted 

as a rescaling process, then, inter-regional integration is consonant with the regionally decentralized state 

spatial project as it upends established scalar hierarchies (Li and Wu 2012; Wu 2016; Zhang 2002). 

  The spatial imaginary underpinning the WDS signaled a continuation, rather than a departure, 

from the ladder-step transition theory, as the central government redirected its spatially selective strategy 

from the coastal region – which had gained a sufficient momentum to develop relatively independently – 

to the underdeveloped western region. As promised by Deng Xiaoping, “the coastal areas… should accel-

erate their opening to the outside world, and we should help them develop rapidly first; afterward they can 

promote the development of the interior” (Lai 2002:432). It followed, in other words, the geographical 

template originally stipulated by Deng Xiaoping, although it was sped up due to the growing political intol-

erance expressed by the western provinces (Tian 2004). Thus, when Deng proclaimed at a reform-
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promoting tour in 1992 that “it can be assumed, however, that we should give prominence to the issue [of 

uneven development] when we attain a moderately high standard of living at the end of the century” (Deng 

cited in Holbig 2004:337), he had already anticipated the introduction of the WDS. 

 In 1999, General Secretary Jiang Zemin echoed the sentiments expressed by Deng Xiaoping in a 

speech during the 9th National People’s Congress, promulgating that the conditions for speeding up the 

development of the central and western regions have by and large existed, and “the time is ripe” (Lai 

2002:436). The spatial imaginary was further expanded by Hu Jintao, who succeeded Jiang Zemin in 2002, 

as he restored the initial promise of “common affluence “introduced by Deng during the reform period, 

reinterpreting it as the overarching goal of building “a moderately prosperous society” by the middle of the 

21st century (Lahtinen 2005:24). The spatial imaginary discursively coupled to the WDS thus formed a sub-

set of the overarching ideological narrative that was legitimizing the developmental trajectory envisioned by 

the central government. 

5.2.2 The political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi under the Western 
Development Strategy 

As argued previously, the success of the coastal development strategy was premised on the introduction of 

SEZs. By improving the infrastructure linkages between the western and coastal provinces, the central 

government anticipated that the western provinces could effectively replicate the strategy and thereby inte-

grate with GPNs (Golley 2007). To assess to which degree the WDS was successful at integrating Yunnan 

and Guangxi with GPNs, we can trace their dependence on foreign trade, and thereafter compare it to the 

national average (see Figure 5.2.5). The figure shows that when the WDS was launched in 1999, Yunnan 

and Guangxi had a dependence on foreign trade at around 10 percent, while the national average was 33 

percent. Up until 2010, the dependence on foreign trade for Yunnan and Guangxi remained stable, while 

the national average increased. These observations reveal that the WDS was unsuccessful at linking the 

Yunnan and Guangxi to the GPNs. 
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Figure 5.2.5 – The WDS did not link the western region to the GPNs 

Source: (China Statistical Yearbook 2017) 

* Total export and import / Gross Regional or Domestic Product 

 

We can also analyze to which degree the Yunnan and Guangxi modernized their economies during this 

period. To this end, we can compare the economic composition of GDP between 1999 and 2010, which is 

shown in Figure 5.2.6 below. In 1999, Yunnan and Guangxi had a primary sector that constituted respec-

tively 29 percent and 21 percent of the GRP, which declined to 15 percent and 18 percent in 2010. The 

secondary sector increased to 47 percent and 45 percent of the economy, up from 43 and 35 percent in 

1999. The tertiary sector had barely increased. This shows that the WDS was partly successful in moderniz-

ing the economy of Yunnan and Guangxi. However, when these improvements are compared to the 

coastal average, it is less clear whether the development gap had narrowed or widened. For example, the 

primary sector had reduced more in size in the coastal region than in Yunnan and Guangxi. However, in 

relation to the secondary sector, the western region had increased its size on par with the coastal region. 
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Figure 5.2.6 – The WDS increases the secondary sector in the western region 

Source: (China Statistical Yearbook 2017) 

 

The last measure of the effect of the WDS is the relative economic growth. Here, we can observe the rela-

tive GDP share of the western region since the reform period up until 2010. Figure 5.2.7 shows that be-

tween 1979-1991, the GDP share of the western region remained steady at around 20 percent, which is 

explained by the large agricultural reforms that mainly benefitted the rural western region. From 1991 on-

wards, the coastal development strategy delivered impressive levels of economic growth, as a result of 

which the GDP share of the western region gradually decreased. This trend continued after the initiation of 

the WDS in 1999 and was first reversed in 2005, from which point onwards the nominal and real GDP 

share of the western region started to climb back towards previous levels. This indicates that the WDS did 

deliver a higher relative growth to the western region compared to the rest of China, but that it did not re-

store spatial egalitarianism. 
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Figure 5.2.7 – The WDS reverses the trend of a declining GDP share of the western region 

Source: (Lu and Deng 2011:10) 

5.2.3 The inadequacy of the Western Development Strategy and the need for a dou-
ble-opening strategy 

While the western provinces have undeniably benefited from the impetus of investments under the WDS, 

effectively stalling the widening developmental gap, it has not successfully led to more evenly developed 

regional economies. Despite the improved spatial integration from an expanded network of infrastructure 

linkages, the functional integration between the western and coastal provinces has remained weak. The 

state spatial strategy, in other words, was incapable of overturning the dynamics of circular and cumulative 

causation. The failure to establish stronger linkages between the Yunnan and Guangxi and GPNs can be 

attributed to the fact that they had to compete against the coastal provinces over the same value-added ac-

tivities. Thus, whereas the western provinces underwent an economic restructuring to replicate the success 

of the coastal provinces, the coastal provinces still maintained the same strategy premised on labor-

intensive production, which eventuated in an alignment of export markets. 

 Despite the improved infrastructure and upgraded industrial capacities, the western provinces did 

not have the structural competitiveness to match the coastal provinces. Multiple studies have corroborated 

that the labor and total factor productivity in the coastal region were higher than the western provinces by 

a factor of two (Tian 2004:629). As a result, foreign capital did not develop any preferences to invest in the 

western provinces despite the efforts by the central government to create a favorable investment environ-
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ment. The relative failure of the WDS can also be explained by turning to the systems-theoretical concept 

of compossibility. For an ecosystem to be compossible, all its constituent elements need to be compatible 

in conjunction with one another. In effect, this means “not everything that is individually possible is com-

possible” (Jessop 2014:54). Thus, while the coastal region successfully exploited the export-dependent and 

investment-driven accumulation strategy by performing labor-intensive production (Gereffi 2014), the 

same strategy would not necessarily be compatible if every other region emulated it as well. As described 

previously, the Chinese national economy constitutes a mosaic of provincially differentiated economies 

that form a part-whole relationship of co-evolving parts (see section 4.2). For the ecology of provincial 

economies to maintain relative coherence and stability, not only every individual part needs to be success-

ful at reproducing capital accumulation processes, but they also need to be compossible. Hence, the WDS 

was relying on a strategy of economic restructuring that was highly incompossible. 

 Incompossibility has emerged because the WDS qua scalar-cum-territorial logic of the Chinese state 

had chosen to accommodate to the spatial logic of capital – by relying explicitly on market mechanisms to 

incentivize industrial relocation (infrastructure improvements, tax breaks, etc.) – rather than centrally coor-

dinating the economic restructuring of both the coastal and western provinces (Su 2012a). In the 12th FYP 

released in 2010, in the backdrop of the global financial crisis, the Central Committee and State Council 

announced a second round to the WDS to remedy its shortcomings. The deputy director of the Research 

Center on Western Region Development of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences argued that given the 

economic slowdown of the Chinese national economy, it was urgent to address the entrenched structural 

imbalances inscribed in the Chinese model of development (Xinhua 2016).  The secondary round of the 

WDS was promulgated alongside the formal introduction of the double-opening strategy, which sponsored 

the opening up of the external borders of the western provinces to facilitate extra-regional integration. In 

parallel to the efforts of the central government to remedy uneven development throughout the 1990s and 

2000s, the Yunnan and Guangxi were involved in the policy experimentation of extra-regional integration. 

The introduction of the double-opening strategy and, shortly thereafter, the CICPEC has represented a 

strategic extension to the extra-regional integration efforts of Yunnan and Guangxi. 

 The double-opening strategy complemented the WDS by performing three strategic functions in 

relation to the political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi. First, it would pivot the economies 

of Yunnan and Guangxi to their Southeast Asian neighbors, moderating their geographical competition with 

the coastal provinces over the same export markets. Functionally integrating their provincial economies to 

the extra-regional space of capital accumulation in Southeast Asia would also render them less dependent 
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on the coastal provinces, as they would gain easier access to the ports of Vietnam and Thailand. Second, it 

was also intended as a simultaneous economic restructuring of the coastal and western provinces, which 

the WDS had failed to accomplish, by coordinating the industrial relocation of low value-added activities 

from the coastal region to the western provinces, while upgrading the coastal region to higher value-added 

manufacturing capacities (Lim, 2014). This would moderate the functional competition between the western 

and coastal provinces, as the two regions would no longer compete over the same export markets. Third, 

the double-opening strategy has involved a more sophisticated demarcation of regions. The threefold divi-

sion between a coastal, western and central region – which has been maintained since the early 2000s – has 

been further expanded in the 12th FYP to include classifications such as northwestern and southwestern 

regions (Summers 2016). In other words, the central government has further differentiated their regional 

development strategies to exploit locational advantages, rather than implementing a uniform strategy to the 

entire western region. The idea is that each regional formation should “play differentiated roles in develop-

ing linkages with neighboring territories” (Summers 2016:1632). 
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5.3 From the Greater Mekong Subregion to the China-Indochina Peninsula 
Economic Corridor 

The second layer of the double-opening process concerns the involvement of Yunnan and Guangxi in ex-

tra-regional integration processes. The planned route of the CICPEC corresponds to the geographical 

space on which the GMS is overlain, which constitutes an extra-regional cooperation program in which 

Yunnan and Guangxi are participating. The expansion and development of the GMS have been the out-

come of multi-scalar processes of conflict and compromise, coordinated simultaneously on a provincial, 

national, and supranational scale. In the following section, we chronicle the various phases of integration 

that the GMS has undergone, and how historical conflicts over spatial selectivities pertaining to the pro-

cesses of regional capital accumulation has culminated in the introduction of the CICPEC as a secondary 

layer of development. From this perspective, we view both the CICPEC and GMS as contested state spa-

tial strategies and spatial imaginaries championed by China and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), rep-

resenting “the sedimented outcome of cumulative ‘rounds of investment’ and politically mediated institu-

tional building” (Zhang and Peck 2016:58). 

This section will proceed chronologically by analyzing the three historical periods underpinning the 

GMS cooperation between 1992-2018 and its transformation of the political-economic geography of Yun-

nan and Guangxi (see Table 5.3.1). The first subsection covers the period between 1992-2000, representing 

the initial years of the GMS cooperation during which only Yunnan was invested in promoting the extra-

regional cooperation. As the central government was invested in the continued development of the coastal 

region, Yunnan had a key role in shaping the extra-regional integration processes through a bottom-up 

process. During the 1990s, the ADB had a key role in dictating the pace and direction of the GMS cooper-

ation, as their role as the Secretariat of the cooperation gave them a high degree of agenda-setting power. 

However, the degree of integration was limited during this initial decade of cooperation, which was limited 

to a range of cross-border infrastructure project and a limited activity-based cooperation in a few indus-

tries. 

The second subsection covers the period between 2000-2010, following the parallel introduction of 

the WDS. As the extra-regional cooperation started to accelerate, Guangxi joined in 2005 alongside Yun-

nan. A mounting interest started to develop from the GMS members, as a result of which two competing 

state spatial strategies and spatial imaginaries started to develop between China and the ADB. The ADB 

promoted a neoliberal-led regionalization process that strictly promoted market-based integration, whereas 
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China envisioned the possibility of further advancing political and institutional integration to create a 

stronger internal market. During this period, the central government actively supported Yunnan and 

Guangxi in their involvement in the GMS cooperation, while maintaining an auxiliary role that permitted 

the provincial governments to continue with their policy experimentation on extra-regional integration. In 

the late 2000s, the ADB began to acknowledge the deficits of exclusively relying on market-based integra-

tion, opening up a strategic window in the subsequent decade to push for deepened integration in the GMS 

cooperation. 

The third subsection covers the period between 2010-2018, following the introduction of the 12th 

FYP in which the central government introduces the double-opening strategy. To coordinate the combined 

processes of inter- and extra-regional integration, the central government partially recentralized power to 

prepare for another round of state spatial restructuring through a nationally coordinated regional develop-

ment strategy. Similar to the coastal development strategy and the WDS, the purpose of recentralizing 

power was to confront the entrenched structural imbalances of the Chinese model of development by re-

balancing the national economy. In contrast to the two preceding decades of GMS integration, the intro-

duction of the CICPEC foregrounded the national interests and priorities of the central government, 

eclipsing the influence of the provincial governments to advance their parochial agendas. The CICPEC 

thus represents the culmination of a prolonged process of extra-regional integration, which started as poli-

cy experimentation and eventually became adopted as a national strategy. 

 

Table 5.3.1 - Periodization of the GMS integration process  

Periodization Mode of coordination Dominant and secondary actors 

Period 1 (1992-

2000): Building insti-

tutional foundations 

Bottom-up Dominant actor(s) 

Yunnan has strategically re-oriented its accumulation 

strategies towards the extra-regional space of the 

GMS, exploiting opportunities to strengthen their in-

frastructure. 

 

Secondary actor(s) 

The central government was relatively disinterested in 



Alexander Chen Unpacking the State Spatiality of the Belt and Road Initiative May 2018 
Malthe Tue Pedersen Master thesis  

77 of 125 
 

the GMS cooperation, leaving the provincial govern-

ment with the political-economic discretion to shape 

the extra-regional integration processes. 

Period 2 (2000-

2010): Emerging 

modes of state spatial 

strategies and spatial 

imaginaries  

Bottom-up with growing 

top-down influences 

Dominant actor(s) 

Guangxi joins Yunnan in the GMS cooperation, and 

they are collectively pushing for further integration 

and cross-border cooperation initiatives, building the 

prerequisite political trust for institutional integration 

in the future. 

 

Secondary actor(s) 

The central government actively supports the new 

integration mechanisms and facilitates the precondi-

tions for institutional integration. 

Period 3 (2010-

2018): The introduc-

tion of the CICPEC 

Top-down Dominant actor(s) 

The central government starts to rearticulate the polit-

ical agendas of the Yunnan as a national strategy 

through the BRI and CICPEC 

 

Secondary actor(s) 

Yunnan and Guangxi align their policy agenda with 

the renewed agenda imposed by the central govern-

ment 
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5.3.1 The Greater Mekong Subregion as an emergent regional economy (1992-200) 

The GMS is a subregional economic cooperation program situated around the Lancang-Mekong River, 

initiated in 1992 under the economic and political sponsorship of the ADB1. The total length of the river is 

approximately 4900 km, of which 2000 kilometers is in mainland China (Zhu 2010). Its membership con-

sists of six countries: Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, as well as Yunnan and Guangxi prov-

inces of the People’s Republic of China (see map below). Yunnan was the only Chinese province to join 

the subregional cooperation initially and was only accompanied by Guangxi later in 2005. The GMS covers 

a total area of 2.56 million square kilometers, encompassing a total population of 320 million. The subre-

gion is renowned for its abundance of natural resources, richly endowed with water, minerals, and biologi-

cal life that have served as the backbone of its economic development. The GMS is denoted as a subregion 

insofar as it is embedded within the macro-regional cooperation scheme between China and the ASEAN2. 

Historically, then, the GMS cooperation has constituted a critical nodal point for the China-Southeast 

Asian relations, providing the political, cultural, and economic corridors for extra-regional integration. The 

geographical space on which the GMS is overlain has historically involved a plurality of uncoordinated and 

mutually imbricated regional groupings, which have focused “either on the river as a natural resource or 

the wider river basin as a zone of economic activity” (Oehlers 2006:465). Due to the geographical proximi-

ty between the complex of countries situated around the Lancang-Mekong River, efforts to spur economic 

cooperation have been prolific and manifold. The widening of translocal relations emerging from the geo-

graphical agglomeration of economic activities and relations of interdependence led to the functional inte-

gration between the riparian countries through the sharing of natural resources and the joint stewardship of 

the river’s natural ecology. 

 

                                                           
1 The ADB is a regional development bank established in 1966, spearheaded by Japan, to promote socioeconomic 

development and integration in Asia. Its institutional structure is similar to the World Bank, based on a weighted 
voting system. It consists of 67 members, whereof 48 are within Asia and 19 are from the rest of the world. Japan 
and the US represent its largest stakeholders with respectively 15.7 percent and 15.6 percent of the total shares 
(Asian Development Bank 2014). 
2 ASEAN is a regional intergovernmental organization established in 1967, consisting of ten Southeast Asian coun-

tries. The declared purpose of the organization is to promote regional cooperation and integration across economic, 
political, military and socio-cultural issues. Its ten members are Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myan-
mar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. Historically, ASEAN has been in close cooperation with 
ADB, which has facilitated its regional integration agenda (Lynch, Perdiguero, and Rush 2018). 
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Figure 5.3.1 - Map of the Greater Mekong Subregion 

Source: (GMS Secretariat 2018) 

 

Following the rise of globalization during the 1980s, the Mekong nations started were optimistic about the 

possibility of engaging in more systematic forms of political and economic cooperation. This enthusiasm 

emerged in the face of the immense growth potential, identified by the ADB, from a possible subregional 

cooperation, which triggered “a stronger coincidence of interests” (Oehlers 2006:465). The formalization 

of the GMS was assisted by the ADB, which was appointed as the secretariat of the cooperation. It served 

a twofold role in shaping the institutional architecture and operations of the GMS. First, it had a catalyzing 

role by coordinating the close consultations between the member countries, spearheading the initial pro-

cess of drafting a framework around which future cooperation would be organized. This agenda-setting 

and consultative power enabled the ADB to co-establish the cornerstone on which the subsequent layers 

of development of the GMS have been path-dependent. Second, it assumed a proactive role in providing 
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technical assistance, as well as constituting a primary source of funding for the various GMS-related infra-

structure projects. Its extensive involvement in all stages of policy-making – from drafting the policies to 

policy implementation – granted it a substantial degree of political oversight that enabled it to steer the ne-

gotiations over extra-regional integration. Among the more than 100 projects launched by the GMS since 

1992, ADB had either financed or co-financed 50 percent of the expenditure and exercised its oversight in 

a vast majority of cases (Asian Development Bank 2008). 

Under the leadership of the ADB, the first decade of the GMS cooperation focused on two areas 

of regional integration: (a) enhanced infrastructure and connectivity, and (b) economic integration through 

increased trade, investment, and economic cooperation. A major obstacle to extra-regional integration was 

that most of the GMS members were severely “handicapped by a low level of economic development and 

poor infrastructure” (Than 1997:43). The lack of effective infrastructure, in the form of underdeveloped 

transportation routes and information and communications technology, constituted a prohibitive trade bar-

rier that rendered cross-border economic activity economically unfeasible. To this end, three economic 

corridors (north-south, southern, east-west) were introduced in 1998 to promote the development of an 

envisioned multimodal network of integrated roads, rails, and ports that would link “centers of production, 

including manufacturing hubs, industrial clusters, and economic zones, as well as centers of demand, such 

as capitals and major cities” (GMS Secretariat 2018). 

 The five initial areas of cross-border cooperation were in agriculture, energy (hydropower), trans-

portation, tourism, and environment. Most notably, cooperation was - with the exception of environment - 

circumscribed to the economic sector (Lu 2016). The mode of cooperation was limited as a result of the 

institutional architecture of the GMS, which was designed as “a relatively flexible ‘activity-based’ as op-

posed to a ‘rule-based’ form of cooperation” (Asian Development Bank 2008:1). In effect, member coun-

tries were encouraged to cooperate across various policy projects and activities, organized according to the 

specific needs of different sectors, without formally delegating governance functions to regional institu-

tions. 

An institutional architecture premised on activity-based cooperation had two considerable deficits. 

First, many of the cooperation mechanisms were primarily bilateral rather than multilateral, such as road 

transport agreements, and were thus not regional proper (Dosch and Hensengerth 2005). The integration 

dynamics of the subregion were thus not defined by regionalized processes, but still largely dictated by the 

bilateral relations between the respective member countries. Second, most of the subregional partnerships, 

such as in tourism and environment, had not been delegated any formal power or sustainable sources of 
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funding. In effect, their capacity to facilitate extra-regional sectoral cooperation was severely constrained by 

their lack of formal authority or sufficient financial resources. These preliminary years of institution build-

ing demonstrated how the influence of the ADB had already been structurally inscribed in the develop-

mental trajectory of the GMS by prescribing the overarching conditions under which cooperation was sup-

posed to take place. 

The degree of involvement of Chinese state actors in the GMS cooperation was during the 1990s 

dictated by a bottom-up approach to integration, which reflected the differential economic and political 

priorities of the provincial and central governments. There were three reasons that the central government 

was not invested in the GMS cooperation in the 1990s, which has been briefly intimated earlier. First, the 

central government had still directed its political attention towards the growing success of the coastal de-

velopment strategy, which had only been active for four years. Thus, the central government was still busy 

assisting the coastal region to ‘get rich first’. Second, the degree of uneven development had not yet 

reached levels severe enough to warrant political panic from the central government. The potential benefits 

for the provincial economy of Yunnan from the GMS cooperation were therefore vastly overshadowed by 

the rapid development on the coast. Third, extra-regional integration represented an uncharted policy area 

in which the central government did not have any systematic policy experience. Thus, it was reluctant to 

embrace extra-regional integration until it had proven successful. 

While the central government did not develop a strong interest in the GMS cooperation, it did 

nonetheless perceive it as a potential boon for principally diplomatic reasons (Zhu 2010). The central gov-

ernment therefore chose to endorse the extra-regional integration as a form of policy experimentation to 

assess its potential costs and benefits. As a result, the State Council approved in 1994 the establishment of 

the “National Lancang-Mekong Regional Development Preliminary Research and Coordination Group”, 

which consulted between the NDRC, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Commerce and the 

provincial government of Yunnan (Xiong and Wen 2009:13). The research and coordination group was 

relatively inactive during the 1990s, for which reason it was primarily Yunnan that was responsible for co-

ordinating the integration processes during the first decade of the GMS cooperation. 

In contrast to the central government, Yunnan saw the developmental potential of the North-

South corridor during the early years and thus actively supported GMS-related projects. Yunnan perceived 

the GMS as a long-term opportunity to develop an extra-regional corridor that would allow it to gain ac-

cess to the sea through Vietnam and Thailand. Rather than struggling to gain access to GPNS by exclusive-

ly relying on its infrastructural ties with the coastal provinces, extra-regional integration would transform 
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the GMS into a new transnational but regionally bounded space of development on which it could depend 

for sustainable economic growth. In essence, by pivoting Yunnan’s economic activities to Southeast Asia, 

the provincial leaders envisioned that it would enable its underdeveloped economy to catapult into a rapid 

growth pattern. To this end, Yunnan initiated in its provincial 8th FYP (1991-1995) a policy of ‘opening the 

Southern gate and engaging the Asia–Pacific’ (Li 2014:277; Yang 1997), which was perfectly timed with the 

formal introduction of the GMS in 1992. From these concerted policy efforts during the 1990s, we can 

identify the early beginnings of an emerging state spatial strategy and spatial imaginary, which subsequently 

informed the involvement of Chinese state actors in the GMS cooperation. 

As a phase of policy experimentation, Yunnan had the opportunity to explore the various political-

economic opportunities that could, in practice, be realized from extra-regional integration. In theory, extra-

regional integration represented a promising form of policy experimentation, compatible with China’s re-

gionally decentralized state spatial project, as it was similar to the spatial restructuring processes described 

about inter-regional integration: the reconstitution of scalar relationships and the reterritorialization of cap-

ital accumulation processes (Peck 2002). The reconstitution of scalar relationships was consonant with the 

aspect of scalar decentralization structurally inscribed in the regionally decentralized state spatial project, as 

it would promote new scalar configurations of capital accumulation organized around the regional scale. 

Promoting a regional space of capital accumulation was appealing in theory because it raised the 

opportunity of creating an endogenous growth center, on which Yunnan and Guangxi could depend for 

sustainable processes of capital accumulation. Both Yunnan and Guangxi have had a historical preference 

for foreign trade, as they jointly share a 5080-kilometer border with their GMS neighbor countries (Xiong 

and Wen 2009). In effect, the economic development of Yunnan and Guangxi has always been highly de-

pendent on their market integration with the GMS area. However, in contrast to inter-regional integration, 

extra-regional integration also represented an innovation in state spatiality, as it would entail the formation 

of cross-border rule regimes, underpinned by the development of extra-regional institutional and infra-

structural linkages. As a result, production, exchange and consumption relationships would, therefore, be-

come increasingly responsive to extra-territorial and subnational authorities and rule regimes, in turn weak-

ening the power of the central government to control and coordinate capital accumulation processes. The 

central government started to recognize this loss of power as a problem in the third phase of the GMS co-

operation between 2010-2018 (see more in the following section). 

Yunnan’s participation in the GMS was generously rewarded, as it successfully negotiated $150 mil-

lion from the ADB in 1994 to build the Yunnan Expressway (ADB, 2004), and later in 1999 the Southern 
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Yunnan Road Development, which marked concrete steps towards integrating with the GMS. Mingjiang Li 

(2014) observes that Yunnan’s extra-regional policy initiatives did not exist in isolation, as neighboring 

provinces such as Guizhou and Sichuan adopted similar strategies in the 1990s of ‘borrowing boats to sail’ 

and ‘borrowing roads to go abroad’. Narratives about ‘revitalizing the Southern Silk Road’ also surfaced in 

parallel, invoking historical memories of Yunnan flourishing as a nodal point along the ancient trade routes 

(Zhao 2016). These emergent spatial imaginaries reveal that the narrative and semiotic precursors to the 

BRI originated from the policy experimentation on the provincial scale and was only later appropriated as a 

national strategy by the central government. Yunnan was thus actively planning different avenues of state 

spatial restructuring on the provincial level during the 1990s to exploit the possibility of extra-regional inte-

gration, considerably before such considerations entered the political calculus of the central government as 

it adopted the double-opening strategy in 2010. 

However, while Yunnan was optimistic about the future outlook of the GMS, the possibilities of 

accelerating integration efforts were severely constrained due to limited involvement of the Chinese central 

government. These limitations were mirrored in the mode of coordination and negotiation between GMS 

members during the 1990s, which primarily took place through GMS ministerial conferences. Ministerial 

conferences were primarily convened between GMS-related ministers and delegates rather than national 

leaders (Asian Development Bank 2008), putting a severe constraint on the degree of commitment to ex-

tra-regional integration by the member states. The possibility of coordinating extra-regional integration was 

functionally constrained by the entrenched juridico-political legacy of the international Westphalian system, 

under which the central governments of nation-states constitute the sovereign subjects with the institution-

al capacity to sign international treaties (Li and He 2014). The political agency of the provincial govern-

ment in Yunnan was severely constrained, as it could only maneuver within the overarching framework for 

cooperation that was issued by the central government. 

5.3.2 The reconstitution of the GMS as a mode of state spatial strategy and spatial 
imaginary (2000-2010) 

Following the first decade of integration efforts, the Chinese central government started to express deep-

ened interest in the future of the GMS cooperation, which occurred in the backdrop of multiple critical 

events (see Table 5.3.2). First, China’s successful export-dependent accumulation strategy coupled with the 

coastal development strategy enabled it to accumulate vast amounts of foreign reserves that it sought to 

deploy overseas, as a result of which the central government decided to initiate in 1999 the Go Out Policy 
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(Hameiri and Jones 2016). The political ambition by the central government was to internationalize the in-

fluence of Chinese capital. With this goal in mind, GMS countries were deemed as valuable targets that 

would allow China to consolidate its regional influence by promoting economic interdependence. Second, 

the central government had formally introduced the WDS in 2000, which broadened their political horizon 

to new possible avenues of economic integration with GPNs for its western provinces. Third, China signed 

in 2002 an agreement with the ten members of the ASEAN to establish a free trade agreement by 2010, 

which was a corollary of its Go Out Policy, heralding the informal beginning of China’s commitment to 

the double-opening process. Last, the first GMS Summit of Leaders was hosted in 2002, which marked the 

first time that all the heads of states of the GMS nations congregated to discuss the future of the coopera-

tion. Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji delivered a speech during the event in which he pronounced that the 

Mekong nations were “drinking from the same river, building a beautiful homeland,” signaling the intent of 

China to participate more proactively in the future development of the GMS (Li and He, 2014). 

 

Table 5.3.2 - Critical events leading up to the accelerated regional integration of the GMS 

Event Year  

1. The official introduction of the Go Out Policy 1999 

2. The initiation of the Western Development Strategy (WDS) 2000 

3. The ten-year anniversary of the GMS and the release of a strategic framework for future de-

velopment 

2002 

4. Signed agreement to establish a China-ASEAN free trade agreement (CAFTA) 2002 

5. First GMS Summit of Leaders  2002 

 

Soong (2016) comments that this sudden pivot to southeast Asia was “based on the deep consideration of 

geo-economic and trading strategy and land planning” such that China had to “bring in GMS as the hinter-

land of its great Southwest territory” (Soong 2016:448). Thus, globalization and the attendant rise of inter-

scalar management have reflected the changing sociospatial power geometries between geographical scales, 

rather than the wholesale dismantling of the national scale (Swyngedouw 2004). 
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 Concurrent with the growing interest in the GMS by the Chinese central government, coherent vi-

sions about the potential state spatial strategy and spatial imaginary undergirding the GMS started to sur-

face from the ADB as well. Upon the ten-year anniversary of the GMS in 2002, the ADB released a report 

envisioning the possibility of deepened integration in the near future (Asian Development Bank 2002). 

Two years later, the ADB released a report ‘The GMS Beyond Border: Regional Cooperation Strategy and 

Program’, which detailed a comprehensive vision of the future development of the GMS. The ADB took a 

deep interest in shaping the GMS because it principally embodied the geopolitical and geoeconomic inter-

ests of Japan and the US, both of which represented its largest stakeholders. Japan and the US had over the 

years leveraged the ADB as a geopolitical instrument to counter the growing regional influence of China. 

Through the substantial involvement of the ADB in the development of the GMS, the dominant interests 

of Japan and the US were effectively projected unto the developmental trajectory of the GMS. Thus, a po-

litical and ideological struggle between China and the ADB ensued in the following decade, which would 

shape the subsequent introduction of the CICPEC. On the one hand, the ADB supported exclusively mar-

ket-based integration with the goal of facilitating trade. On the other hand, China championed more exten-

sive forms of institutional integration that also covered political, security, sociocultural, and environmental 

governance (see Table 5.3.3). 

 

Table 5.3.3 - Competing state spatial strategies and spatial imaginaries guiding the GMS 

 Mode of sociospatial regulation 

State spatial strategy Spatial imaginary 

ADB Market-based integration An imagined regional space based on market-based in-
tegration, aligned with the neoliberal paradigm of re-
gionalization 
 
Emphasis on dismantling of boundaries impeding the 
movement of capital, goods, and labor. 

China  Institution- and rule-based integration 
 

An imagined regional space based on systematic forms 
of integration of socio-cultural, political and economic 
institutions 
 
Emphasis on establishing a robust intra-GMS market 
based on institutional integration and enhanced regional 
coordination 
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5.3.2.1 A neoliberal mode of sociospatial regulation championed by the ADB 

The political and ideological preference of the ADB for market- and activity-based integration has been 

predicated on its ideological ties to neoliberal developmental ideology (Sims 2015), centered around the ex-

altation of the market economy as the principal solution to socio-economic underdevelopment. In the 

ADB Charter, it stipulates that its primary purpose is “to foster economic growth and cooperation in the 

region [...] and to contribute to the process of economic development of the developing member countries 

in the region” (Asian Development Bank 1966:1). The ADB has, in other words, been built on institutional 

foundations that exclusively champion economic and market-based integration, foreclosing the possibility 

of promoting political and institutional modes of integration. A working paper issued by the ADB corrobo-

rates this claim, as its own evaluation of the GMS maintains that it is “a classic case of market, as opposed 

to institutional integration” (Menon and Melendez 2011:6). When the ADB promotes extra-regional inte-

gration, then, it specifically refers to the furthering of market integration, whereby the dissolution of eco-

nomic borders and structural impediments to the movement of goods, capital, and labor enables companies 

to tap into regionally agglomerated economic assets. The commitment to market integration involved “a 

marked aversion to the creation of formal, supranational institutions to drive the process” (Oehlers 

2006:469). 

 The most important advance in trade facilitation has been the implementation of the cross-border 

transport agreement (CBTA), which persisted 15 years of fierce negotiations since the inception of the 

GMS in 1992. The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific recommended that Asian 

countries should “ratify eight conventions selected from among 50 conventions introduced throughout the 

world that facilitate the movement of cross-border transport” (Ishida, 2013: 56). The conventions were in-

tended to streamline the customs and immigration system between countries, such that the transport time 

between borders would be reduced by issuing multi-entry visas and single stop systems (Tan 2014). How-

ever, none of the GMS members initially ratified any of the eight conventions. It was only in 2001, 2002, 

and 2003 that Cambodia, China, and Myanmar respectively acceded to the agreement. The absence of any 

systematic institutional integration meant that the CBTA could not be forcefully imposed on every GMS 

member, but would rather have to be implemented through an opt-in process that proved to be an ex-

tremely difficult and protracted process. Only in 2007 did all the GMS members ratify the CBTA, which 

replaced all earlier bilateral agreements with a multilateral framework for transportation. 
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 While the ADB has defended activity-based cooperation as a strength for the GMS program be-

cause it is “less formal and hence more flexible than other such agreements” (Asian Development Bank 

2004:20), the side-effect has been the destabilization of capital accumulation in the regional space over the 

long-run. A case in point has been the suboptimal cooperation in environmental governance, as the lack of 

institutional integration has rendered it difficult to coordinate between the GMS members effectively. Dif-

ficulties in coordinating from purely economic incentives can, in part, be explained by analyzing the spatial 

selectivities resulting from the environmental devastation of unsustainable water governance, as the eco-

nomic rewards and harms are disproportionately distributed between GMS members. Hence, the sections 

of the river that are most likely to experience water stress are those further downstream (Cambodia, My-

anmar, Thailand), whereas Yunnan and Guangxi (that are located upstream) can most effectively exploit the 

energy and, in turn, reap the economic reward from hydropower (Cronin and Hamlin 2010:1). Guangsheng 

(2016) observes similar problems have been observed in areas such as drug trafficking, human trafficking, 

and gambling, which remain significant obstacles to sustainable regional cooperation. 

After years of challenges to the GMS cooperation, the ADB eventually acknowledged the short-

comings of its preferred mode of sociospatial regulation premised on market integration exclusively. In its 

mid-term review of the GMS in 2008, the ADB openly declared that the prevailing mode integration suf-

fered from some incorrigible deficits (Asian Development Bank 2008). From the report, it outlined two 

major problems that hindered the GMS from realizing its potential. First, while the ADB had effectively 

facilitated the improvement of hardware-related infrastructure (roads, ports, rails) over the years through its 

extensive funding schemes and technical assistance, the GMS still lacked the software-related infrastructure 

(with the exception of the CBTA) through the harmonization of laws, standards and regulation (Menon 

and Melendez 2011). Companies had to navigate around multiple sets of differentiated rule regimes rather 

than a regionally integrated regulatory paradigm, which constituted prohibitive trade barriers comparable to 

the effects of underdeveloped hardware-related infrastructure. Second, the lack of institutional integration 

resulted in a deficit in capacity development, which rendered it difficult to coordinate between national and 

GMS-related projects as well as between provincial, national and supranational actors (Asian Development 

Bank 2008). In consequence, the implementation of loans has been delayed, technical assistance has been 

misallocated, and the interaction between working groups have been suboptimal. 
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5.3.2.2 Provincial policy experimentation as a precursor to the China-Indochina Peninsula 
Economic Corridor  

In contrast to the ADB, Yunnan favored the creation of a strong internal market because its economic per-

formance was deeply dependent on intra-GMS trade. To this end, it was acutely aware of the severe limita-

tions of market integration on stabilizing capital accumulation processes within the extra-regional space 

over the long-run. The problem with market integration was that the proliferation of exchange relations 

had impeded the “the formation of deeper productive links” (Oehlers 2006:469). In essence, the success of 

long-term regional accumulation could not depend on “Ricardian notions of comparative advantage and 

certainly not in terms of ‘raw natural endowments’ (MacLeod 2001:807). Rather, the Polanyian axiom con-

cerning “the economy as an instituted process” (Dale 2010; Polanyi 1957) must be taken seriously; it con-

tends that the continuous reproduction of capital accumulation within the extra-regional space needs to be 

structurally coupled with extra-economic institutional mechanisms, practices, and relations that can secure 

its stability. In this respect, the neoliberal model of sociospatial regulation promoted by the ADB had prov-

en to be unstable. 

As the Chinese central government declared its active involvement in the GMS cooperation, it 

started to work in tandem with the provincial government of Yunnan to issue a counter-strategy to the ne-

oliberal mode of sociospatial regulation. However, the central government had not developed any coherent 

or independent state spatial restructuring plans at that given conjuncture. Thus, it undertook a supportive 

role by assisting the further development of the existing state spatial strategy and spatial imaginary initially 

formulated by Yunnan in the 1990s. The primary driver of integration during these years remained a bot-

tom-up approach; similar to the initial decade of GMS integration, whereby the provincial government of 

Yunnan assumed a dominant role and the central government actively supported its policy experimentation. 

Thus, China harnessed its system of inter-scalar management, organized around a system of upward coor-

dination and downward implementation (see Section 4.1.2): the central government would be in close co-

operation with the ADB and the central governments of other GMS members to promote extra-regional 

forms of institutional integration, which in turn expands the effective policy space within which Yunnan 

can launch concrete policy initiatives and projects to realize further cross-border cooperation. 

With its expanding ambitions in the GMS cooperation, the central government announced to the 

international community that the respective visions of the GMS between China and the ADB were not mu-

tually exclusive. Thus, across policy forums and political outlets, it would stress that China’s political goals 
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for the GMS were based on ‘win-win cooperation’. One notable example was in 2005, during the East Asia 

Summit held in Kuala Lumpur, Premier Wen Jiabao delivered a speech titled “To Realize Mutual Benefits 

and Create a Win-Win Situation through Opening up and Inclusion”, in which he declared that China’s re-

gional interests through the China-ASEAN cooperation were premised on inclusive deliberation rather than 

a direct contestation of established development policies. In other words, the insistence on win-win coop-

eration was to allay fears and suspicions about the potential hegemonic ambitions and neo-colonial motives 

of China’s rise and increased presence in Southeast Asia. 

The GMS members and the ADB met the expanded involvement of Chinese state actors in the 

GMS cooperation with mixed political opinions. On the one hand, the expanded involvement of China oc-

curred in the backdrop of the self-critique published by the ADB (Asian Development Bank 2008). As the 

ADB recognized its own limitations in promoting the long-term development of the GMS, it was positively 

disposed towards granting the member countries a stronger role in the push for accelerated regional inte-

gration. In particular, it argued for the necessity of “increasing country involvement of the program” (ADB, 

2008: iv), which it believed would be the solution to underdeveloped institutional integration within the re-

gional space. Another issue concerned the identification of a severe infrastructure deficit, which the ADB 

reckoned would demand a massive funding requirement the ADB was unlikely to meet independently 

(Ibid.: 48). In this respect, gaining access to funding from China was perceived as a timely opportunity, 

which would offset some of the financial deficit and accelerate the negotiation and implementation of 

GMS-related infrastructure projects. 

On the other hand, Vietnam and Thailand expressed some degree of distrust towards the growing 

political and economic clout of China in the regional economy, with which they had persistently high levels 

of trade deficits (see Figure 2 below). This defensive stance could partly be attributed to the relative deficit 

of political and security cooperation over the years, which had caused a deficiency in political trust (Lu 

2016). The absence of institutionally embedded coordination mechanisms and the inability to establish a 

“coherence of strategies and expectations among agents living in a capitalist economy” (Lipietz 1988:32) 

had thus transformed the GMS into a conflict-ridden formation. Rather than being a stable configuration 

of regionalized institutions, the GMS was governed by a relative anarchy of intergovernmental relationships 

whereby the “balance of power, or some kind of ‘concert’, [was] the sole security guarantee for the states 

constituting the system” (Hettne and Söderbaum 2013:464). From a historical perspective, this endemic 

source of geopolitical tension has repeatedly been evidenced by the many political and ideological animosi-
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ties that had consumed Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam with violent conflict throughout most of 

the twentieth century. These historical precedents perpetuated a vicious cycle whereby the lack of institu-

tional integration triggered a political environment of distrust, which in turn hindered the possibility of in-

stitutional integration. 

 

Figure 5.3.2 - Total import, export and net trade balance between Yunnan and the GMS countries 

Source: (Su 2014) 

 

Confronted with an ambiguous political climate during the early 2000s, the provincial officials of Yunnan 

deliberated about the possible ways in which it could safely advance its state spatial strategy and spatial im-

aginary in relation to the GMS. The creative solution to realize the respective political objectives of the Go 

Out Policy and the WDS was the construction of a Grand Route Way (Zhao 2016), indicating the first 

concrete and coherent articulation of how transforming the cross-border regions between Yunnan and 

other GMS countries would enable its local industries to flourish and tap into a sustainable source of eco-

nomic growth. At its very core, the Grand Route Way envisioned a network of railways and railroads link-

ing Yunnan with other Chinese provinces (Xizang, Guangxi, Guizhou, Sichuan) and the North-South cor-

ridor of the GMS (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia). Upon completion, it would figure as a double-opening strat-

egy in a literal sense, representing a path-shaping antecedent to the official policy discourse that would be 

introduced a decade later. The grand vision by the local officials was to transform Kunming, the capital city 

of Yunnan, into “a regional city hub, a transport hub, a regional financial center, a regional center for high-
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er education and a regional industrial center with a focus on resources exploitation” (Li 2014:281). Encap-

sulated in the policy blueprint of the Grand Route Way were three long-term goals: (a) transforming Yun-

nan into a provincial nexus for different ethnic cultures; (b) building Yunnan on the backbone of a green 

economy; and (c) constructing a Grand Route Way proper connecting Yunnan to the GMS. The policy 

plan gained widespread support among local officials, which began to circulate between the inner ranks of 

the CCP as a fashionable term. 

Upon presenting this idea to the central government in the early-2000s, it was immediately met 

with enthusiastic support as the reputation of the policy plan had preceded itself, and was thereafter 

promptly put into practice (Li 2014). A groundswell of political support emerged from the central govern-

ment because the policy initiative was considered excellent preparation for the CAFTA, which was sched-

uled to come into effect in 2010. In order “to present itself as a peaceful and constructive of the interna-

tional community” (Bhattacharyya 2010:54), it would make good diplomatic sense to institute a compre-

hensive neighborhood policy that could resolve potential territorial disputes, border demarcation, and dia-

logue mechanisms. The central government thus had in mind from the very beginning that the Grand 

Route Way would raise the opportunity to facilitate institutional integration in the region. After all, the 

CAFTA would, if successfully implemented, transform the regional economy into the third largest free 

trade area measured by trade volume, hence an incredible amount of economic and political gains were at 

risk (Breslin 2010). 

To support the transformation of Kunming into a regional hub, and as part of broader policy goal 

of the WDS, the central government allocated more than $1 billion, alongside ADB-funded loans, to infra-

structure projects that were intended to facilitate extra-regional integration (Su 2012a). A particularly im-

portant infrastructure project was to build a new international airport in Kunming, which would upon 

completion become the fourth largest in (mainland) China. To this end, the Ministry of Finance assisted 

Yunnan with issuing special-purpose treasury bonds for infrastructure-related projects, which increased 

their access to investment funds substantially. As part of the broader portfolio of GMS-related invest-

ments, (Li and He 2014) reports that eight out of the 34 ADB co-financed loan projects by the end of 2007 

were related to China, which totaled $5.2 billion and accounted for 44.7% of total expenditure. Most nota-

bly, the central government invested $2.6 billion, which accounted for approximately 25% of the total pro-

ject amount and 86.8% of the government funds for the 34 projects (Li and He 2014:20). In conclusion, 

Yunnan thus became a driving force of regional integration throughout the 2000s, contributing to the 

much-needed impetus in infrastructure development for which the ADB had pleaded. 
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 The considerable contribution to GMS-related infrastructure projects was part of Yunnan’s broader 

strategy of fostering a supportive political environment for institutional integration. This political objective 

was further accomplished in two additional ways. First, Yunnan spearheaded many China-led initiatives 

that would allow them to pull the center of political gravity into China, which would in the long-run afford 

them with greater agenda-setting power. Two successful attempts to relocate high-profile events to Yunnan 

must be highlighted. The first success was when it managed to relocate the South Asian Countries Com-

modities Fair to Kunming, which was previously held in Beijing, renaming it as the South Asia Expo (Li 

2014). The event was notably co-sponsored by the Chinese central government and other South Asian 

countries, which allowed Kunming to gain a lot of economic and political exposure as a regional hub. The 

second success was when Yunnan scheduled in 2008, with the support of the central government, a GMS 

Economic Corridors Forum (GMS-ECF), the purpose of which was for its the members to discuss and 

plan how the three economic corridors of the GMS could be transformed into more active nodal points 

for economic activity (ibid.). Among the myriad of other summits, forums, and diplomatic meetings, the 

GMS-ECF was particularly important because one topic of discussion concerned the expansion of the cor-

ridors. These deliberative processes contributed substantially in shaping the subsequent spatial imaginary 

that informed the BRI and the CICPEC. 

 Second, in order to realign the economic incentives between China and the other GMS members, it 

was necessary to create the conditions for a stronger internal market and to steer the center of gravity away 

from the coastal areas of especially Vietnam and Thailand. To this end, Yunnan invested as part of its Go 

Out Policy heavily through its SOEs in the electricity and mining sectors to create new centers of growth 

in the cross-border regions. As established earlier, the upstream location of Yunnan gave it an abundant 

source of water that could be transformed into hydropower (Cronin and Hamlin 2010; Vu 2014). The 

abundance of energy rendered Yunnan a net exporter of electricity, which it started to sell to its neighbor-

ing countries at the beginning of 2004 (Areethamsirikul 2012:30). Among other projects, it built two 110-

kilovolt and two 220-kilovolt transmission lines to Vietnam, which by the end of 2007 had transferred up-

wards 3.6 million kilowatts (Li and He 2014:25). Gaining cheap access to energy was a precondition for the 

broader development of the northern regions of the GMS, preparing for the eventual emergence of cross-

border industrial clusters. 

Out of the $270 million overseas investment by Yunnan in 2009, 75 percent went to Vietnam, 

Laos, and Myanmar (Su 2012b:1341). Furthermore, Yunnan made sizeable investments into developing the 

power grids between the GMS countries, constituting 45 percent of its total investment overseas by the 
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end of 2010 (Li 2014:279). In the mining sector, large investments were pledged to various cross-border 

projects. The Kunming Steel Company invested $175 million in the iron and steel industry, which was the 

largest overseas investment ever made by Yunnan, while Yunnan Copper obtained exploration rights in 

Laos (Tubilewicz and Jayasuriya 2015:197). These investments were also important for Yunnan, as extrac-

tive industries throughout the 2000s still represented the economic backbone of the provincial economy. 

In comparison, the total value-added of the primary sector to the provincial GDP was 20% for Yunnan in 

2005, while it was less than 5% in the coastal region (China Statistical Yearbook 2017). Establishing cross-

border industrial linkages between the neighboring GMS countries was thus an important strategic move 

for the provincial economy, as enhancing cross-connectivity would function as an economic engine to keep 

capital accumulation processes buoyant. One concrete step to promote cross-border economic zones was 

to set up a task force that would identify, organize and promote industrial relocation in these border re-

gions. Thus, in 2009, Kunming hosted an event inviting businesses and local officials from other provinces 

to invest in three planned cross-border zones (Li 2014:286). 

 With Yunnan at the steering wheel of the GMS integration progress, it gained a considerable geo-

political advantage both externally, in relation to the GMS members, as well as internally within the CCP. 

Thus, upon an inspection tour in Yunnan during 2009, General Secretary Hu Jintao was impressed by the 

rapid progress of the province, pronouncing it as a ‘bridgehead’ to Southeast Asia (Su 2012b). Its position 

as the regional hub combined with the ongoing investments of the WDS translated into substantial eco-

nomic gains, as total investments in the province exploded and culminated in a 600 percent increase be-

tween 2003-2010 (see figure 3). As major enterprises from neighboring provinces (Zhejiang, Guangdong, 

Jiangsu) realized the potential gains from investing in Yunnan, they relocated their enterprises to exploit 

the advantageous policies and access to the GMS. The geoeconomic and geopolitical ascendance of Yun-

nan - which had hitherto been a relatively underdeveloped, landlocked and marginalized province - deeply 

impressed local officials from other provinces, who recognized it as a successful attempt of policy experi-

mentation. 
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Figure 5.3.3 - Total investments in fixed assets in Yunnan 

Source: (China Statistical Yearbook 2017) 

5.3.2.3 Guangxi as a latecomer and contender 

The success of Yunnan caught the attention of local officials in Guangxi, as they had worked incessantly in 

parallel to Yunnan with the intention of contesting their dominance in Southeast Asia. Guangxi lobbied 

heavily in the central government, sending local officials to the ministries to accept temporary posts to 

complete various projects (Li and He 2014). One successful project that was successfully claimed by 

Guangxi was the annual China-ASEAN Expo, which became permanently located in the capital city of 

Guangxi, Nanning, and was held for the first time in 2004 (Ikebe 2013). The China-ASEAN Expo was a 

high-profile event hosting thousands of minister-level officials and more than 40 national officials, which 

was launched to provide an additional forum to establish bilateral and multilateral cooperation (Wang 

2011). Due to its political determination, Guangxi was in 2005 admitted to the GMS cooperation alongside 

Yunnan, preparing the GMS for a renewed impetus of extra-regional integration. Guangsheng Lu (2016) 

argued that incorporating Guangxi into the GMS served the purpose of speeding up the possibility of 

deepened institutional integration. Moreover, he proposed that it was reasonable to consider the strategic 

maneuvering by the central government involving Guangxi as the path-dependent antecedent, or what he 

calls the ‘early stage harvest’, to the CICPEC. 

However, the local officials of Guangxi quickly discovered that their membership in the GMS was 

not as profitable as anticipated, as the dominant mode of sociospatial regulation informing the Chinese-led 
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GMS integration process continued to pivot around the ambitions of Yunnan. Upon realizing its strategic 

disadvantage, Guangxi proposed the Pan-Beibu Gulf (PBG) Economic Cooperation Zone as a parallel 

state spatial strategy in 2006, which envisaged the participation of Vietnam, Brunei, the Philippines, Indo-

nesia, Singapore, and Malaysia (Kemburi 2014). The GMS and PBG would be geographically overlapping 

state spatial strategies, designed with two centers of gravity in mind - respectively Yunnan and Guangxi. To 

further its strategic ambitions to promote the PBG, Guangxi initiated three cross-border economic zones 

that were adjacent to Vietnamese provinces. The agreement with Vietnam was to set up three zones 

around Pingxiang-Dong Dang, Longbang-Tra Linh, and Dongxing-Mong Cai (Ikebe 2013). 

From the perspective of Guangxi, these projects were intended to pivot the influence away from 

Yunnan and allow them to gradually project the spatial imaginary envisioned in the PBG Economic Coop-

eration Zone. It would more concretely entail constructing a network of highways, border control offices 

and distribution centers between Guangxi and Vietnam, promoting border trade as well as deepened dip-

lomatic relations. Strategically, it was an ingenious plan because it did not directly challenge the GMS, as 

the projects were subsumed within the broader configuration of the GMS cooperation; if anything, they 

were actively encouraged by both the central government and Yunnan as they contributed to the accelera-

tion of regional integration. For Vietnam, it was also regarded as an immense boon, which afforded them 

with two corridors of infrastructure development that would enhance their long-term prospects for eco-

nomic development. In 2006, Party Secretary Liu Qibao of Guangxi announced the ‘M-strategy’, which 

also became known as the ‘one axis, two wings’, highlighting a double-pronged integration of Yunnan and 

Guangxi with Vietnam (Cheng 2018). By introducing this new spatial imaginary, Guangxi was successfully 

able to cement its position as an important stakeholder in defining the future trajectory of the Chinese-led 

transformation of the GMS. Rather than a secondary actor in tow, then, Guangxi had to be reckoned with 

as an equal to Yunnan. However, indirectly it did mitigate the relevance of the GMS cooperation, as it was 

ideologically demoted to ‘one of the two wings’, rather than preserving its privileged position (Li and He 

2014).  

From the perspective of China’s regionally decentralized state spatial project, including Guangxi in-

to the GMS entailed a further rescaling of Chinese state spatiality, vesting the provincial governments with 

more authority in virtue of their dominant roles in extra-regional integration and cooperation. Whereas the 

initial involvement of Yunnan was still representative of policy experimentation, and thus an exception that 

proves the rule, the follow-up by Guangxi heralded the potential normalization of extra-regional integra-

tion. Indeterminacy still prevailed at that given conjuncture, as it was unclear if the PBG and the ‘one axis, 
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two wings’ strategy was intended as a complementary developmental strategy to the GMS (Cheng 

2018:325) or a direct challenge that would supplant it eventually. The political and ideological victory of 

both the GMS and PBG was thus far from a foregone conclusion but remained an open-ended process 

that depended on the subsequent struggle in the following decade.  

5.3.3 The China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor (2010-2018) 

As the CAFTA came into full effect on January 1, 2010, the GMS cooperation started to reach new depths. 

The formation of a free trade area proper as the culmination of a decade of negotiations was a decisive step 

towards greatly improving intra-GMS trade. Between 2002 and 2013, China-ASEAN trade had increased 

sevenfold, from $54.8 billion to $400.1 billion (Bao 2013). With nearly 20 years of cooperation, the GMS 

space had successfully been overlain by an extensive network of transportation and communication infra-

structure that systematically connected the member countries. While the infrastructure was still far from 

complete, the marginal gains from further improving hard infrastructure were eclipsed by the potential 

gains from improving software-related infrastructure. The next step, thus, was to mitigate the severe deficit 

in institutional integration, which had been deferred for decades due to the insufficient political trust 

among the member states. After a decade of intensive involvement in the GMS cooperation through en-

hanced economic cooperation, deepened diplomatic relations, and broadened cross-border infrastructure 

development, the GMS members were prepared for new modes of cooperation. 

On October 9, 2013, one month after Xi Jinping had formally announced the BRI, Chinese Prem-

ier Li Keqiang announced at the 16th China-ASEAN summit that it was time to upgrade the regional co-

operation to a new level “on the basis of political consensus, wide-ranging, in-depth, high-level and all-

dimensional cooperation” (Qin et al. 2017:13). Upon revealing one of the six constituent corridors of the 

BRI as the CICPEC, the central government pronounced that it was an explicit continuation of the GMS 

cooperation, heralding the normalization of extra-regional integration. After nearly 20 years of policy ex-

perimentation with Yunnan and Guangxi at the steering wheel, the central government decided to adopt it 

as a national strategy. At the fifth GMS summit in 2014, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang detailed what the 

normalization of extra-regional integration entailed, highlighting how the introduction of the AIIB and Silk 

Road Fund (SRF) would display the systematic dedication of China to extra-regional development (Soong 

2016). Li Keqiang reassured all members that China was willing “to work with all parties to build the up-

grade version of China and sub-regional countries economic cooperation” (Cited in Guangsheng 2016:3) 

repeating the discourse on ‘win-win cooperation’ that had been circulated for already nearly a decade. 



Alexander Chen Unpacking the State Spatiality of the Belt and Road Initiative May 2018 
Malthe Tue Pedersen Master thesis  

97 of 125 
 

5.3.3.1 The double-opening strategy and the China Indochina Peninsula Economic Corri-
dor 

The announcement of the double-opening strategy and the renewal of the WDS marked another watershed 

in the GMS integration process, as the central government prepared for a renewed state spatial restructur-

ing plan. To simultaneously coordinate the internal opening of the WDS with the external opening of the 

GMS, the central government partially recentralized power again to exercise stricter control over the direc-

tion and speed of the respective regional integration processes. The bottom-up reform approach that had 

dominated nearly the first 20 years of GMS integration was thus inverted, eclipsed by the implementation 

of a top-down design. However, the dichotomy between centralization and decentralization should also be 

used with extreme care (Lim 2016), as it did not suggest that the central government assumed full control. 

Yunnan and Guangxi remained the principal actors responsible for implementing the national strategy and 

would, therefore, maintain a degree of strategic space for maneuvering and realizing their provincial inter-

ests. The key difference, then, is that whereas Yunnan assumed a dominant role in shaping the state spatial 

strategy and spatial imaginary informing the GMS integration process during the 1990s and 2000s, this dis-

cretion and privilege had been severely curtailed by the central government as part of its comprehensive 

nationally coordinated regional development strategy. 

Although the expanded use of top-down designs has been associated with the Xi Jinping admin-

istration following his appointment in 2012 (see China File 2016; Hameiri and Jones 2016), these centraliz-

ing trends had multiple historical precedents prior to his appointment. As established previously, the cen-

tral government has on various occasions recentralized power and made use of a top-down reform ap-

proach to remedy entrenched structural imbalances inscribed in the Chinese model of development that 

are threatening the continued stability and reproduction of the national regime of accumulation. Thus, in 

respectively 1988 and 2000, the central government introduced the coastal development strategy and the 

WDS to rebalance the national economy. 

In the years prior to the introduction of the CICPEC, the central government began, once again, to 

show signals that it had the intention to recentralize power and introduce another round of state spatial 

restructuring. In 2008, as part of the preparation for the third GMS Summit, the policy documents drafted 

by the NDRC had started to systematically refer to China (as opposed to Yunnan and Guangxi) as the 

principal participant in the GMS. The complex roles of Yunnan and Guangxi in the GMS cooperation 

were thereby eclipsed by the representation of China as a unitary actor. Tim Summers (2008) suggests that 

these subtle narrative changes were early signs of the central government seizing control by gradually re-
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centralizing the coordination of the GMS integration process. Only two years later, in 2010, the NDRC 

convened a high-profile meeting with 39 ministry-level agencies to deliberate about the future of Yunnan’s 

Grand Route Way policy initiative. The meeting reached the conclusion that transforming the policy initia-

tive into a national strategy could benefit the long-term economic development of China, after which all 

relevant ministries and agencies were ordered to draft a new guideline to prepare for its eventual imple-

mentation. The subsequent introduction of the BRI and CICPEC in 2013 can be attributed to this high-

profile meeting, as it put in motion the various policy plans from which the six economic corridors would 

later emerge. Moreover, this observation confirms that the expanded political ambitions of the central gov-

ernment had germinated prior to Xi’s administration. 

The tension between the decentralizing tendencies of the regionally decentralized state spatial pro-

ject and the push for scalar recentralization under the CICPEC qua state spatial strategy demonstrates again 

that the stability between state spatial projects and strategies is never guaranteed. In contrast, contradictory 

amalgamations can emerge in response to specific regulatory dilemmas. The extensive use of top-down 

design in relation to the CICPEC and BRI should thus not be exclusively identified with Xi Jinping’s lead-

ership per se, but is symptomatic of the underlying structural dynamics to which the Chinese state has been 

compelled to respond (Chen 2017). The recentralization under the CICPEC can be seen as a response to 

two structural challenges endemic to the regionally decentralized state spatial project. 

First, the recentralization of power has been leveraged to address the issue of incompossibility, 

which was discussed in the previous section on the WDS. The reliance on market-based mechanisms to 

incentivize industrial relocation under the WDS resulted in an incompossible national-economic configura-

tion, as the western provinces had to compete directly against the coastal region over the same value-added 

functions (see Section 5.2). The CICPEC can be interpreted as a corrective mechanism, which directly co-

ordinates the implementation of the double-opening strategy to ensure that the same errors are not repeat-

ed. In this light, it is instructive to invoke the metaphor of the ‘the entire country as a chessboard’ (Lim 

2016), which the central government actively coordinates to make sure that a holistic system of governance 

is maintained3. While it is still premature to establish if the CICPEC has unambiguously succeeded at what 

the WDS failed to accomplish, there are a number of signs that Yunnan and Guangxi have benefited from 

economic restructuring and industrial relocation. In recent years, the Yanshan county of the Wenshan Pre-

fecture of Yunnan, which had previously been predominantly involved in agricultural production, has 
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started to attract massive investments in industrial production (Ji 2018). In total, 58 large-scale companies 

have placed their operations in various prefectures in Yunnan, including Foxconn Technology and Mattel, 

the American multinational toy manufacturing company. Yunnan has also planned to cut crude steel pro-

duction by 4.5 million tons by 2018 (Reuters 2016), which is another indicator that the province is restruc-

turing its industrial base. In both cases, Yunnan has started to change its accumulation strategy, shifting 

from the primary sector towards a stronger, innovation-based manufacturing. 

 Second, the recentralization of power under the CICPEC is also an expression of the endemic ten-

sion between the spatial logic of capital under extra-regional integration vis-à-vis the scalar-cum-territorial 

logic of the state (Arrighi 1990; Harvey 2015). As established earlier, the spatial logic of extra-regional inte-

gration has entailed the proliferation of cross-border rule regimes and the decentering of the national scale, 

which becomes more responsive to extra-territorial and subnational authorities and rule regimes than the 

central government. This has come in tension with the scalar-cum-territorial logic of the Chinese state, 

which has anticipated its potential loss of control and oversight over extra-regional capital accumulation 

processes by asserting its influence in the implementation process to ensure that it will not conflict the 

long-term national interest of China.  By reclaiming authority over the formulation of the state spatial strat-

egy underpinning the GMS cooperation, the central government can secure greater structured coherence 

between overlapping extra-regional integration projects. This is important as the geographical dispersal of 

rule regimes and stratification of coordination mechanisms across geographical scales has posed the risk of 

undermining its functional capacity to continuously secure the organizational unity of capital accumulation 

processes within the country. Li and Wu (2016) contend that too many reform commissions operating on 

the national, provincial and municipal scales have been involved with the extra-regional integration pro-

cesses, each of which wants to advance their spatially selective interests. The stratification of interests due 

to scalar multiplicity thereby complicates the implementation of a coherent and integrated plan, increasing 

the chance of incompossible state spatial strategies arising. 

5.3.3.2 Cementing the position of China within the GMS Cooperation 

With a trillion dollar pledge to the BRI, the CICPEC was warmly welcomed by the GMS members as its 

inauguration was expected to greatly accelerate the further development of GMS-related infrastructure 

(Jetin 2017), especially in the geographical margins (Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar) that was hitherto low-

er prioritized than Thailand and Vietnam (Asian Development Bank 2016). The introduction of the AIIB 

and the SRF could aptly be considered as part of the broader process of centralization, as the establishment 
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of international financial mechanisms and institutions provided the means by which the central govern-

ment could systematically coordinate their regional integration commitments. Chinese officials essentially 

called the AIIB “the twin brother” of the BRI (ibid.). Whereas GMS-related infrastructure projects in the 

past were funded on a case-by-case basis, negotiated by the borrower with the central government and 

thereafter issued by the national development banks, the AIIB and SRF provided a more systematic ap-

proach to loans with greater transparency and predictability. 

Designed as a multilateral development bank, the AIIB served the strategic function of challenging 

the political and ideological agenda embodied in the ADB, paving the way for the central government to 

implement the underlying state spatial strategy and spatial imaginary embodied in the CICPEC with greater 

success. These fundamental differences also explain why the US and Japan were the only major countries 

that chose to stay outside the AIIB. By contributing $40 billion to the SRF, China possessed the economic 

clout to steer the state spatial strategy and spatial imaginary with greater effectiveness. Furthermore, the 

China Development Bank (CDB), which is a national development bank, also exclusively pledged another 

$10 billion to China-ASEAN special loans to express its additional interest in the development of the re-

gional cooperation (Lu 2016). 

The introduction of the BRI and CICPEC did not emerge in a political isolation but reciprocated 

the introduction of the ASEAN Master Plan for Connectivity, which was first intimated in 2010 during the 

17th ASEAN Summit in Hanoi and later put into effect in 2015. The AMPC stipulated that the priority of 

furthering ASEAN connectivity was not only to build a physically well-connected ASEAN, but moreover 

to promote institutional and people-to-people integration (The ASEAN Secretariat 2016:3) - spatial imagi-

naries that were also diligently propagated as part of the BRI and CICPEC. The indicative convergence in 

expectations between China and the ASEAN members suggested an unambiguous departure from the ne-

oliberal spatial imaginary propounded by the ADB - which valorized market integration - envisioning in-

stead the possibility of promoting extra-economic forms of institutional integration to reinforce regional 

prospects for capital accumulation. The AMPC and the CICPEC complemented each other insofar as the 

ASEAN community does not have the financial means to realize their infrastructure needs independently. 

Hence, China can provide a sustainable source of external funding with the possibility of ‘win-win coopera-

tion’ in mind. It is thus no coincidence that the fourth and fifth GMS Summit in 2011 and 2014 coalesced 

around the same theme, as they were explicitly borrowed from each other to legitimize and consolidate the 

emergent spatial imaginary. 
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Upon reaching the 20-year anniversary of the GMS, and as part of its next ten-year strategic 

framework for 2012-2022, the ADB began to accept this incipient shift in spatial imaginary, as it incontro-

vertibly established that “the countries appreciated the shift in the program towards a multisector invest-

ment approach backed by increased emphasis on the software of institutional and policy reforms” (Menon and 

Melendez 2011:3; emphasis added). The reasons for which the ADB chose to support institutional integra-

tion indirectly are twofold. First, the GMS was “an integral part of the movement toward a greater Asian 

economic community” (Asian Development Bank 2004:5) which did not necessarily have to be compro-

mised by the limitations of the bank itself. Second, while institutional integration was outside the scope of 

the ADB’s institutional charter, it was not entirely mutuallly exclusive with its ideological agenda. Above 

all, this shows that the ADB, although it has partially embodied the interests of the US and Japan, has 

transformed into an active subject, rather than remaining a passive, administrative object that is entirely 

instrumentalized by its shareholders. It has assumed an organizational identity defined according to its rai-

son d’être of Asian regional integration, as a result of which it has formed “a special symbiotic relation-

ship” (Su 2012b:1334) with China. Thus, while the ADB has been responsible for facilitating the early 

phases of market-based integration, China has subsequently taken upon itself the burden that was outside 

the jurisdiction of the bank: institutional integration. 

Within a political environment of cooperative exuberance, Thailand entertained the possibility of 

developing a new cooperative framework in 2012 to address the plurality of collective action problems that 

have continued to vex the GMS cooperation, i.e. water governance pertaining to safety, water use, naviga-

tion, fisheries, agriculture, and tourism (Nguyen 2018:7). In response to these fledgling ideas, Li Keqiang 

seized upon the opportunity at the 17th China-ASEAN in 2014 to announce that China was willing to re-

spond positively towards the initiative, introducing the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Mechanism 

(LCMC). The LCMC was envisioned as the first decisive step towards a regionally configured system of 

institutional integration within the GMS (Lu 2016). In contrast to the narrow focus on water governance 

championed by Thailand, the LCMC implied a far more ambitious framework for cooperation centered 

around three pillars: (a) political and security issues, (b) sustainable economic development, and (c) people-

to-people connectivity (Middleton and Allouche 2016). If carefully examined, the areas of cooperation es-

sentially echoed the narratives encapsulated in the BRI and CICPEC. Foreign Minister Wang Yi resonated 

these ideas at a joint conference on the LCMC held in Thailand, establishing that the framework was built 

“along the river in the spirit of equality, mutual assistance and win-win cooperation” (Wang cited in Xinhua 

2017). 
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The LCMC was officially launched after two years of planning at the first LCMC leaders’ meeting, 

held in March 2016, with the participation of leaders from all GMS countries. The formulation of the dec-

laration had notably foregrounded the strategic interests of the central government, while the specific in-

terests of the provincial governments were eclipsed. In contrast to the first two decades of the GMS coop-

eration characterized by bottom-up integration processes, the top-down phase put forth a nationally coor-

dinated developmental agenda that ordered the provincial governments to safeguard the ‘national interest’ 

(Lim 2016) over the parochial interests of each province. The LCMC was thus a manifestation of the multi-

scalar processes of conflict and compromise, signaling the weakening of the provincial scale. Nguyen 

(2018) asserts that the central government had clear visions about the strategic purposes of the LCMC, 

which was aimed at realizing three key national goals: (a) systematic cooperation on industrial capacity and 

the problem of overaccumulation, (b) the internationalization of the Renminbi, and (c) enhance the agen-

da-setting power of China. In effect, the framework for cooperation was anticipated to be more extensive 

than any other existing coordination mechanism throughout the history of the GMS. 

First, the signed declaration of the LCMC carves out production capacity cooperation as an im-

portant area of coordination, which applies to heavy industries pertaining to building materials (such as 

steel, aluminum, copper, cement), supporting industries, and machinery and equipment, all of which are 

areas in which China has been experiencing an impending crisis of overaccumulation (see section 5.1). 

Production capacity cooperation entails the partial centralization of coordination between industries to en-

sure that excess capacities can be more effectively allocated within the extra-regional space, rather than be-

ing circumscribed to the nationally centered markets. This outward orientation of cross-border cooperation 

was propitious for China’s heavy industries, as the subsequent rounds of GMS-related infrastructure pro-

jects would absorb some of its excess capacity. To accelerate the process of implementation, China also 

issued $5 billion in loans earmarked to industrial capacity cooperation (Nguyen 2018). 

 Second, as a continuation of its Go Out Policy and the ambition to internationalize the Renminbi, 

one of the proposals in the LCMC action plan was to use the Renminbi more extensively within the GMS 

cooperation. The formal or informal institutionalization of a common currency within the GMS would 

create a supportive environment for capital accumulation within the extra-regional space. Like in the case 

of the Eurozone, the principal benefits would be the minimization of transaction costs and exchange rate 

fluctuations, which in turn would stimulate further trade and cross-border investment (Jacquet 1998). As 

the frequency of trade has within the GMS has reached unprecedented levels, the marginal gains have been 

touted as enormous. However, the success of this ambition is still indeterminate, as countries (with the ex-
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ception of Cambodia) have yet to follow up on the suggestion. The primary reason for this is that the other 

countries risk losing independence over their monetary policies, thereby relinquishing an important policy 

instrument to stabilize their nationally embedded accumulation processes. 

 Third, insofar as the ADB has occupied a dominant role by funding a major portion of GMS-

related infrastructure projects, China has increased its political presence “by building its own China-led 

international cooperation mechanisms” (Nguyen 2018:9–10). Similar to the rationale undergirding the in-

troduction of the AIIB and SRF, China-led cooperation mechanisms will allow it to push the political cen-

ter of gravity of the GMS to China and be afforded with greater agenda-setting power. More specifically, 

the LCMC also carefully involves the strategic calculation of supplanting the Mekong River Commission 

(MRC), which has been the prevailing cooperation mechanism for water governance prior to its introduc-

tion. However, the MRC has primarily involved the inter-governmental coordination between Cambodia, 

Laos, Vietnam, and Thailand, and has therefore historically excluded the influence of China. It has also 

suffered from a deficit in institutional capacity, as it has primarily functioned as a platform for negotiation. 

These weaknesses were perceived as an opportune moment to challenge its influence, steering the coordi-

nation processes pertaining to water governance to China. 

5.3.3.3 The resolution of conflicts between competing modes of sociospatial regulation 

The introduction of the CICPEC has been effective at resolving or mitigating conflicts over competing 

modes of sociospatial regulation. The conflict between the mode of sociospatial regulation propound by 

respectively the ADB and China has been resolve in favor the latter, which has become hegemonic as the 

ADB has acknowledged the deficits of exclusively relying on market-based integration. The CICPEC has 

also served another function, namely to resolve the tension between the competing spatial imaginaries pro-

posed by Yunnan and Guangxi, concerning respectively the GMS and PBG. In chapter four in the official 

policy blueprint of the BRI, both Yunnan and Guangxi have been highlighted as “strategic anchors for the 

opening-up and development of the southwest and mid-south regions of China” while serving the purpose 

of building “an international corridor opening to the ASEAN region”. However, the central government 

also clarifies that the two state spatial projects and spatial imaginaries are complementary, constituting dif-

ferentiated parts within the unity of the national strategy underpinning the BRI. 

 The key role ascribed to Yunnan, then, has been to “develop a new highlight of economic coopera-

tion in the GMS”, whereas Guangxi has been assigned the role of forming “an important gateway connect-

ing the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road”. The role of Guangxi towards 
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the Maritime Silk Road makes geographical sense, insofar as it has a short coastline on the Gulf of Tonkin 

that it can leverage to connect to the sea routes. The pivot suggests that the mode of sociospatial regulation 

has resolved the tension between the PBG and GMS by relocating the geopolitical function of Guangxi, 

and thereby reducing its relative capacity to contest the role of Yunnan in the GMS. This decision is also 

aligned with the strategic decisions made by China’s State Council, which in 2011 issued a document enti-

tled “Supporting the Accelerated Construction of Yunnan as the Important Outpost for the Southwest 

Region”, preparing the groundwork for the CICPEC (Chen 2013). 
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6. Conclusion and a discussion about the future of scalar recentralization 
and decentralization 

We have studied the following research question in this paper: “in which ways has the initiation of the Chi-

na-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor (CICPEC) been a policy response to the challenges arising 

from the transforming political-economic geography of Yunnan and Guangxi since 1978?”. 

In conclusion, we find that the CICPEC is a path-dependent outcome of a multi-scalar and multi-

layered process of conflict and compromise in response to the uneven development that has been structur-

ally inscribed in China’s regionally decentralized state spatial project and coastal development strategy. Fol-

lowing the reform period in 1978, China adopted a model of development that coalesced around (a) an ex-

port-dependent and investment-driven accumulation strategy, (b) a regionally decentralized state spatial 

project predicated on scalar decentralization and territorial customization, and (c) a spatial imaginary ideo-

logically underwritten by the principles of self-sufficiency and policy experimentation. The regional decen-

tralized system allowed a few provinces to experiment with opening their local economies to foreign capital 

and production in the early 1980s, which the central government converted into a spatially selective devel-

opment strategy for the entire coastal region in 1988, named the coastal development strategy. This coastal 

development strategy resulted in severe uneven development between the coast and the western region. 

The CICPEC represents the culmination of a double-opening strategy, which the central and pro-

vincial governments have mobilized to bring Yunnan and Guangxi out of economic underdevelopment. 

The double-opening strategy has comprised two co-evolving state spatial strategies premised on inter-

regional and extra-regional integration. However, the confrontation with uneven development has not fol-

lowed a causally linear progression but has rather been an open-ended and contingent process of trial-and-

error, characterized by the endemic tension between scalar decentralization and recentralization. The cen-

tral government has exhibited a tendency to recentralize power when national capital accumulation pro-

cesses are under the threat of destabilization, temporarily eclipsing the relative autonomy of the provincial 

governments by issuing nationally coordinated state spatial strategies to rebalance the national economy. A 

critical spatial perspective, based on historical-geographical materialism, has been a necessary theoretical 

intervention to understand how Chinese state spatiality has been fundamentally shaped by the sociospatial 

dilemmas and challenges confronting the central and provincial governments as they have struggled to 

safeguard the continued reproduction of national and subnational processes of capital accumulation. 
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 The first part of the double-opening strategy was the WDS, which was initiated in 1999 as the first 

centrally coordinated regional development strategy to counter the uneven development between the 

coastal and western regions. The WDS sought to counter the uneven development by linking the western 

provinces to the trade networks of the developed coastal provinces, from which they would gain access to 

the global export markets and GPNs. While the WDS successfully put a halt to the widening development 

gap, it failed to level out the regional differences meaningfully. The failure of the WDS can be attributed to 

the incompleteness of the economic restructuring process, which forced the western provinces to compete 

against the coastal provinces over the same value-added activities in the GPNs. 

 The second part of the double-opening strategy was the GMS, which began in 1992 and developed 

in tandem with the WDS. The GMS was premised on the formation of an extra-regional space of capital 

accumulation, which was treated by the central government as a form of policy experimentation. Yunnan 

was thus allowed to occupy a dominant role in coordinating the extra-regional integration processes 

throughout the 1990s. Upon the introduction of the WDS in 1999, the central government offered its ac-

tive political and economic support to Yunnan in the following decade, which led to an acceleration of ex-

tra-regional integration processes. Due to the growing success of the GMS, Guangxi joined the coopera-

tion in 2005. With the formal introduction of the double-opening strategy in 2010 and the subsequent initi-

ation of the CICPEC in 2013, the coordination of the GMS integration underwent a partial recentralization 

as the central government converted the policy experimentation into a nationally coordinated regional de-

velopment strategy. 

 We conclude with a discussion on the future of China’s regionally decentralized state spatial pro-

ject, which returns to a meso-level of analysis on how the endemic tension between scalar decentralization 

and recentralization will most likely unfold. The reconstitution of scalar relationships in response to the 

normalization of extra-regional forms of capital accumulation indicates that the scalar organization of the 

state “that made sense at one time does not, therefore, necessarily do so at another” (Harvey 2006:90). As 

extra-regional forms of capital accumulation produce their own distinctive scales of organization, they 

might no longer be compatible with the established sociospatial structures inherited from the past. Similar-

ly, the scalar location of specific political-economic processes is always historically and geographically con-

tingent, secured by an unstable equilibrium of compromises between social agents, rather than necessitated 

by theory (Peck 2002). 

 The debate between scalar recentralization and decentralization can be rearticulated as a generalized 

conflict between how (a) the territorial-cum-scalar logic of the Chinese state in the face of the new normal 
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can be reconciled with (b) the spatial logic of capital embodied in extra-regional forms of capital accumula-

tion. On the one hand, the new normal has been a symptom of the contradictory tendencies structurally 

inscribed in the regionally decentralized state spatial project that has undermined the stability of China’s 

national regime of capital accumulation, in response to which the central government has recentralized 

power to impose the necessary corrective mechanisms. On the other hand, the normalization of extra-

regional integration under the BRI will introduce new layers of complexity to capital accumulation process-

es, which will require a further scalar decentralization of political and economic governance. The paradox, 

then, is that both scalar recentralization and decentralization are mobilized by the Chinese state as mecha-

nisms “to absorb the contradictory pressures associated with” (Lim 2014:238) the continued reproduction 

of capital accumulation, and yet both tendencies are concurrently in tension with each other. What we are 

witnessing at this given conjuncture, then, is the inherent volatility of sociospatial relations and structures. 

From our current vantage point, we can discuss two possible scenarios between scalar recentralization and 

decentralization that will drive the rescaling process of the Chinese state in the next several years. 

6.1 Recentralization and the consolidation of the national scale 

The first scenario is that the central government will continue to recentralize power to maintain control 

over the coordination and implementation of the BRI. The central government has the ambition to mobi-

lize the BRI as a nationally coordinated regional development strategy to not only redress uneven devel-

opment but also to remedy other crisis-tendencies that have been structurally inscribed in the regionally 

decentralized state spatial project. Already during the mid-2000s, the upper echelons of Hu Jintao’s admin-

istration lamented the many deficits of inter-scalar management, which had resulted in poor levels of ad-

ministrative performance, ineffective policy decision-making processes, and the lack of political accounta-

bility resulting in corruption (Lee 2017; Li and Wu 2012). The scalar tensions encapsulated in the regionally 

decentralized state spatial project have also been documented in a number of other empirical contexts. 

Kean Fan Lim (Lim 2016) chronicles how Guangdong had under the Wang Yang administration launched 

an industrial policy that pursued the parochial interests of the province, which had destabilizing effects on 

the national model of capital accumulation. In effect, the political and economic interests located at the 

subnational scale are not always reconcilable with the national interests of the central government, as nega-

tive externalities emerging from the policy choices made on the subnational level can have a destabilizing 

effect on the national economy. Once again, this exemplifies the systems-theoretical concept of incom-

possibility, as the absence of any active coordination mechanisms between provincial models of capital ac-
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cumulation raises the opportunity for actors on the subnational scale to be strategically disobedient at the 

expense of the systems-level stability. A more general expression of this scalar tension has been detailed by 

Ho-Fung Hung (2008), who argues that the regionally decentralized state spatial project has been responsi-

ble for fuelling the impending overaccumulation crisis because the insufficient centralization of economic 

governance has hindered the reallocation of excess capital and industrial overcapacity through top-down 

mechanisms. 

 At the 18th Party Congress in 2012, Hu Jintao appealed to the new Xi Jinping administration that 

the central government “should improve the mechanism for coordinating structural reforms and conduct 

major reforms in a holistic way according to [an] overall plan” (Xinhua 2012). With the ideological support 

of the CCP, Xi Jinping echoed these suggestions in December 2012 during a tour in Guangdong, empha-

sizing that the difficulties facing the Chinese economy could only be resolved through comprehensive and 

systematic reform (Lee 2017:331). The push for scalar recentralization, then, has constituted an ongoing 

political struggle within the CCP, which has culminated with the recent global financial crisis and the ad-

vent of the new normal. 

 Chinese leaders have also in recent years expressed doubts about the sustainability of model of de-

velopment, especially given the impending threat of falling into a ‘middle-income trap’ (CCCPC 2016). In 

response to the challenge of the middle-income trap, Chinese leaders have prepared for a gradual transition 

towards a consumption-based accumulation strategy, which requires a systematic state spatial and econom-

ic restructuring to succeed. The double-opening strategy has served a key role in this process by transfer-

ring the low value-added activities to the western provinces, while gradually upgrading the coastal provinc-

es to a high value-added market. However, as previously argued, economic restructuring processes have 

not been successful when relying exclusively on market-based incentives in the form of tax breaks and en-

hanced infrastructure, which was the explanation for the partial failure of the WDS. To avoid the same pol-

icy mistakes committed in the near past, the central government is likely to consolidate and recentralize 

power at this given critical juncture, securing a strict enforcement of the economic restructuring processes 

and to curb any forms of ‘strategic disobedience’ that might arise from the opportunistic and parochial be-

havior of the provincial governments. 
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6.2 Decentralization and the need for inter-scalar management 

The second scenario is that the current phase of scalar recentralization is only a temporary process, as the 

central government attempts to re-stabilize the national economy from the structural imbalances of the 

uneven development. As argued previously, the central government has exhibited a predilection to tempo-

rarily suspend the relative autonomy of provincial governments to secure the systems-integrity of the na-

tional regime of capital accumulation – the coastal development strategy and the WDS are cases in point. 

In this light, we can invoke the chessboard metaphor as the central government acts in the capacity of a 

scale manager that secures the functional coherence of the national economy by reinforcing “control over 

local practices that may deviate from national goals” (Lim 2014:238). The recentralization of power is 

therefore not a permanent process. Claims about the permanent breakdown of the regionally decentralized 

state spatial project, then, are unwarranted and premature at the very least. 

 Contrarily, the regionally decentralized state spatial project and its attendant system of inter-scalar 

management are likely going to remain important within the context of the normalization of extra-regional 

integration, which “deemphasizes a centralized power structure to build a framework of networked region-

al governance beyond China’s border” (Su 2012b:1329–30). The proliferation of extra-regional forms of 

capital accumulation will be accompanied by the expansion of “horizontal networking, translocal linkages, 

and cross-border cooperation initiatives” (Brenner 2004:6), which will introduce new layers of complexity 

to the economic and political governance of capital accumulation. New spaces of capital accumulation will, 

therefore, require novel forms of institutional strategies, practices, and mechanisms that can effectively re-

solve the tension between differentially scaled rule regimes. For this reason, the provincial governments are 

likely to maintain an important role in extra-regional integration processes, especially with respect to the 

concrete implementation of the national strategies outlined in the BRI. Jessop (2010) argues that the great-

est threat to the state within the context of globalization is not a loss of territorial integrity per se –  as expe-

rienced in the case of extra-regional integration – but rather the loss of temporal sovereignty due to the 

increased speed of economic processes that undermines normal policy cycles. The volatility of transnation-

al flows of capital cascading between differentiated subnational rule regimes demands greater responsive-

ness from Chinese state spatiality than ever before (Lim 2016), which might exert the functional pressure 

on the Chinese state to embrace further scalar decentralization. Scalar decentralization is thus “an inevita-

ble process through which the state copes with the crisis of capital accumulation” (Su 2012b:1330) by dele-
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gating regulatory functions and governance capacities to navigate in an increasingly complex and richly tex-

tured space economy. 

 The scenario of further scalar decentralization described here is consonant with the geographical 

narrative of “the hollowing out of the state” espoused by various strands of urban and regional studies 

(Park, 2008: 40). Bob Jessop discusses this narrative as “the denationalization of statehood, a partial de-

statization of politics, and the internationalization of policy regimes” (Jessop 1997). While discussions 

about the demise of the nation-state are greatly exaggerated, as intimated previously, we have undoubtedly 

witnessed a profound transformation of previously entrenched sociospatial relations and structures within 

the context of globalization in the past several decades. Under the BRI, we can observe a similar process of 

sociospatial transformation as the central government has introduced a more complex classification of 

Chinese regions, which has departed from the previous division between a western, central and eastern re-

gion. From this perspective, the BRI is championing further territorial customization and regional differen-

tiation, which will be accompanied by a greater regulatory complexity that will require the central govern-

ment to mobilize the support of the provincial governments. 
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