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Abstract:  

One of the most ambitious international infrastructure and economic 

development initiatives of the twenty-first century is China's Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). Despite being marketed as a plan for global connectivity and 

economic collaboration, the Belt and Road Initiative has sparked debate over 

whether it is actually a new kind of economic imperialism. This study looks at 

the BRI's geopolitical, economic, and strategic ramifications and investigates 

whether China is using its economic clout, strategic investments, and debt 

dependence to control participating countries. The study evaluates the degree to 

which the BRI fosters development as opposed to bolstering China's geopolitical 

dominance by examining case studies from Africa, Asia, and Europe. Important 

conclusions show that although the BRI has resulted in major improvements in 

infrastructure, it has also caused debt-trap diplomacy, economic pressure, and 

political sway in less developed nations. Global powers, especially the US, the 

EU, and India, have also responded strategically to the initiative because they 

see the BRI as a threat to the current international order. Although the BRI is 

not a direct reenactment of imperialism in the past, this study concludes that its 

political and economic ramifications point to a contemporary, non-military form 

of hegemonic influence. The results add to the larger discussion about China's 

aspirations for the world and how economic imperialism has changed in the 

twenty-first century. 

Keywords: Initiative for the Belt and Road (BRI). Debt-trap diplomacy, 

economic imperialism, and geopolitical influence. China's Coercion, Soft Power, 

Infrastructure Development, and Global Strategy 

Introduction:  

One of the most ambitious 

international infrastructure and 

economic initiatives of the twenty-

first century is China's Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI), which was 

introduced by President Xi Jinping 

in 2013. As a win-win development 

strategy, China has promoted the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which 

aims to improve connectivity, trade, 

and economic cooperation 

throughout Asia, Africa, Europe, and 

beyond. The project has, however, 

spurred a worldwide discussion 

about whether it is a true investment 
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strategy or a contemporary 

manifestation of economic 

imperialism. The Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) encompasses more 

than 140 nations and includes 

extensive projects like ports, 

railroads, highways, and digital 

infrastructure. Although these 

initiatives promise regional 

integration and economic growth, 

worries have been raised about 

China's debt-trap diplomacy, in 

which recipient nations become 

economically reliant on Beijing as a 

result of unmanageable loans. There 

are concerns that the BRI is being 

used to increase China's geopolitical 

power rather than promoting equal 

partnerships because in certain 

instances, countries have been 

compelled to give up strategic assets, 

like Sri Lanka's Hambantota Port. 

A crucial question that this study 

aims to address is whether the BRI 

is a true development project or if it 

is a new kind of economic 

imperialism. Through an 

examination of the BRI's economic, 

political, and strategic ramifications, 

this study will investigate whether 

China's investments foster reciprocal 

development or establish a system of 

political leverage and economic 

dependency that is reminiscent of 

past imperial trends. 

Aims and Objectives:  

Aims: 

By analyzing the geopolitical, 

economic, and strategic effects of 

China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) on participating nations, this 

study seeks to critically evaluate 

whether the initiative constitutes a 

new kind of economic imperialism. 

The study will investigate whether 

the BRI promotes reciprocal growth 

or builds China's economic reliance 

and political clout. 

Objectives: 

1. To examine economic 

imperialism's historical 

background and contrast it with 

the BRI's plan for international 

expansion. 

2. To assess the BRI's economic 

effects on recipient nations, with 

a focus on trade relations, debt 

sustainability, and infrastructure 

investment. 

3. To evaluate the BRI's geopolitical 

impact, taking into account 

China's use of financial 

investments to broaden its 

strategic and political influence. 

4. To look into allegations of debt-

trap diplomacy and ascertain 

whether China is purposefully 

employing unmanageable loans to 

impose control over economies 

that are less robust. 

5. To investigate case studies from 

various regions (such as Europe, 

South Asia, and Africa) in order 

to comprehend the ways in which 

BRI projects impact regional 

governance and local economies. 

Literature Review:  

1. Theoretical Perspectives on 

Economic Imperialism 

In the past, imperialism has 

been interpreted as a system in 

which stronger countries gain 

political and economic supremacy 

over weaker ones. According to Lenin 
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(1917), economic dominance, not 

direct colonization, is the foundation 

of contemporary imperialism. This 

theory was expanded upon by 

academics like Harvey (2003), who 

connected strategic state interests 

with global economic expansion. 

Jones and Zeng (2019) contend that 

China's international infrastructure 

investment in the framework of the 

BRI exhibits a similar pattern, 

resulting in asymmetrical economic 

ties that benefit Beijing. 

2. Economic Benefits vs. Debt-

Trap Diplomacy 

The BRI's proponents 

emphasize its economic advantages, 

especially in the areas of job 

creation, trade expansion, and 

infrastructure development. 

According to Huang (2016), the BRI 

aids developing countries in 

overcoming their lack of 

infrastructure and integrating into 

international markets. Critics like 

Brautigam (2020) and Kratz et al. 

(2021), however, caution that China's 

lending practices frequently result in 

unmanageable debt, compel nations 

to become economically dependent. 

One common example of debt-trap 

diplomacy is the case of Sri Lanka's 

Hambantota Port, which was leased 

to China following nonpayment of 

debt (Chellaney, 2017). 

3. Geopolitical Implications: 

Expanding China’s Influence 

The BRI is seen by many 

academics as a geopolitical 

instrument that strengthens China's 

strategic clout. According to Allison 

(2018), BRI initiatives give China 

influence over recipient nations, 

especially those in Southeast Asia 

and Africa. According to Rolland 

(2019), the initiative challenges the 

current U.S.-led international order 

and acts as a vehicle for China's 

aspirations to become a global 

leader. Research also emphasizes 

China's initiatives to advance 

diplomatic influence and soft power 

via cultural exchanges and financial 

incentives (Callahan, 2020). 

4. Case Studies: Regional Impact 

of the BRI 

With initiatives like Ethiopia's 

power grid and the Kenya Standard 

Gauge Railway, China has made 

significant investments in African 

infrastructure. While detractors 

claim that these investments 

perpetuate resource extraction 

models reminiscent of colonial-era 

exploitation, Sun (2021) contends 

that they increase economic growth 

(Brautigam & Gallagher, 2019). The 

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 

(CPEC) in Pakistan and Sri Lanka's 

Hambantota Port serve as examples 

of how Chinese investments may 

result in long-term financial 

commitments. Small (2020) contends 

that although the China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor (CPEC) enhances 

regional connectivity, it also makes 

Pakistan more economically 

dependent on China. 

5. Global Responses to the BRI 

The BRI continues to divide 

the international community. To 

provide alternatives to China's 

infrastructure financing, the US and 

the EU have started counter-
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initiatives like the EU Global 

Gateway and the Blue Dot Network 

(Hamilton & Ohlberg, 2021). Due to 

sovereignty concerns about the 

CPEC's passage through disputed 

territories, India has declined to join 

the BRI (Pant, 2020). 

Research Methodology:  

1. Research Design 

This study employs a multi-

method qualitative approach that 

includes Case Study Analysis, which 

looks at particular BRI-affected 

nations to evaluate trends in 

economic dependency and 

geopolitical influence. China's 

approach to imperialism in the past 

and other international 

infrastructure projects are 

contrasted. assessing official 

statements from governments and 

international organizations, 

scholarly works, media reports, and 

policy documents. 

2. Techniques for Gathering 

Data  Peer-reviewed 

publications (such as The China 

Quarterly, Journal of International 

Relations, and Foreign Affairs) 

Think tanks like the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, 

the Brookings Institution, and 

RAND Corporation Africa (Kenya, 

Ethiopia, and Zambia) have 

published books and policy papers. 

examining China's debt 

sustainability issues and 

infrastructure investments. South 

Asia (Pakistan and Sri Lanka): 

Assessing economic reliance and 

debt-trap diplomacy via initiatives 

like CPEC and Hambantota Port. 

 

3. Data Analysis Techniques 

Finding important themes, such as 

geopolitical influence, strategic asset 

control, and economic dependency, is 

known as thematic analysis. 

Comparative Frameworks: Assessing 

how the BRI and past imperialist 

economic tactics are similar. 

Examining World Bank and IMF 

data on debt levels and repayment 

terms in BRI-adopting countries is 

part of the Debt Sustainability 

Assessment. 

4. Research Limitations 

Data Availability: Official financial 

agreements and reports from the 

Chinese government are not readily 

available. Bias in Sources: Because 

Chinese and Western media offer 

contrasting viewpoints, careful 

source triangulation is necessary. 

Long-Term Impact: Because the BRI 

is still in progress, its full 

geopolitical and economic 

ramifications might not be fully 

apparent just yet. 

5. Ethical Considerations 

Taking into account different points 

of view from various sources in order 

to ensure a balanced perspective. 

Acknowledgment and proper citation 

of data sources concentrating on 

research that is supported by 

evidence in order to avoid political 

bias. 

Statement of the Problem:  

 Since its 2013 launch, China's 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has 

been heavily marketed as a global 

development strategy that aims to 

improve trade, infrastructure, and 
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economic cooperation. However, 

questions have been raised about 

whether the BRI is a purely 

developmental project or a tool for 

achieving economic domination. This 

research aims to answer the crucial 

query: 

1. Economic Dependency & Debt-

Trap Diplomacy 

Chinese loans have caused many 

BRI participating countries, 

especially those in Africa and South 

Asia, to accrue unmanageable debt 

levels. After not fulfilling their 

repayment commitments, some 

nations, like Sri Lanka, have given 

up strategic assets (like Hambantota 

Port). This begs the question of 

whether the BRI promotes economic 

entrapment or development. 

2. Geopolitical Influence & 

Strategic Control 

China now has more sway over the 

political and security policies of 

recipient countries as a result of its 

massive investments in vital 

infrastructure, such as ports, 

railroads, and energy projects. Some 

contend that the BRI is a means of 

extending China's geopolitical 

influence, which could alter the 

balance of power in the world. 

3. Lack of Transparency & 

Governance Issues 

Concerns regarding corruption, 

unfair lending terms, and a lack of 

oversight are raised by the fact that 

many BRI projects function under 

opaque agreements. There are 

concerns about whether recipient 

nations are being forced to follow 

China's strategic agenda or are 

making their own economic 

decisions. 

4. Comparisons to Historical 

Imperialism 

Modern forms of imperialism depend 

on financial and economic control, 

whereas traditional forms involved 

territorial colonization. The study 

investigates whether the Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) amounts to a 

new kind of neocolonialism in which 

direct military or political control is 

replaced by financial dependency. 

5. Responses from the Global 

Community 

Global powers like the US, EU, 

India, and Japan have responded to 

the BRI because they perceive it as a 

threat to the Western-led economic 

system. This begs the question of 

whether a new kind of international 

economic competition is being 

sparked by the BRI. 

Further Suggestions for 

Research:  

Although this study offers a 

thorough examination of whether 

China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) amounts to economic 

imperialism, there are still a number 

of topics that need more research. 

Future studies should concentrate on 

the following areas because of the 

BRI's dynamic nature and long-term 

effects: 

1. Long-Term Political and Economic 

Effects on Recipient Nations Since 

many BRI projects are still ongoing, 

it is challenging to evaluate their 

complete economic viability. 

Longitudinal studies should be used 

in future research to monitor trends 
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in debt repayment and economic 

dependency over time. the recipient 

countries' actual return on 

investment (ROI).  

2. Evaluations in Relation to Other 

International Infrastructure Projects 

Even though the BRI dominates 

international infrastructure 

investment, other projects have 

surfaced, like the Blue Dot Network 

(U.S., Japan, Australia). The Global 

Gateway Initiative of the European 

Union. Indo-Pacific Economic 

Framework of India (IPEF). Future 

research should examine the 

financial structure, transparency, 

geopolitical influence, and economic 

impact of these projects in 

comparison to the BRI. 

3. China's Internal View of Strategic 

Changes and Economic Risks 

Although a lot of research focuses on 

how the BRI impacts recipient 

nations, subsequent studies ought to 

examine: the BRI's financial cost to 

China, which includes project 

failures and loan defaults. China's 

internal policy discussions about the 

BRI's long-term viability. the 

possible change in China's 

geopolitical and economic priorities 

in reaction to international criticism. 

4. The Digital Silk Road and 

Technology's Role China is extending 

its power through the Digital Silk 

Road (DSR), which includes the 

expansion of 5G networks (Huawei, 

ZTE), in addition to its physical 

infrastructure. surveillance 

technologies, data centers, and 

artificial intelligence Risks to 

cybersecurity and issues with digital 

sovereignty for recipient countries. 

Whether the Digital Silk Road is a 

new kind of digital imperialism that 

affects global technological 

ecosystems should be the subject of 

future study. 

5. BRI Projects' Effects on the 

Environment and Society Future 

research should assess the 

environmental effects of major BRI 

infrastructure projects, such as 

carbon emissions, deforestation, and 

the depletion of water resources. The 

effects on indigenous populations 

and local communities if BRI 

initiatives adhere to international 

sustainability norms (such as the 

Sustainable Development Goals of 

the United Nations). 

Research Statement:  

 One of the most ambitious 

international infrastructure projects 

in history, the Belt and Road 

Initiative was started by China in 

2013 and spans Asia, Africa, Europe, 

and Latin America. Many academics, 

decision-makers, and international 

organizations express concerns about 

the BRI's possible role in economic 

imperialism, despite Beijing's 

promotion of it as a cooperative and 

developmental endeavor to improve 

global connectivity. This study aims 

to investigate whether the Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI), which is 

typified by debt-trap diplomacy, 

strategic geopolitical influence, and 

economic dependency, is a new kind 

of imperialism. The research will 

examine how much BRI projects By 

placing recipient nations under 

unmanageable debt loads, you can 
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induce economic dependency. 

Increase China's geopolitical clout by 

acquiring strategic infrastructure 

challenge established international 

economic systems, which could result 

in changes to the global power 

structure. This study will assess the 

long-term effects of the BRI on 

international governance, global 

economic sovereignty, and China's 

position as an emerging superpower 

through a comparative and case-

study methodology. The results will 

add to current debates about 

neocolonialism, international 

development strategies, and the 

global economic order. 

Scope and Limitations:  

Scope of the Study 

By analyzing the economic, 

geopolitical, and strategic effects of 

China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), this study investigates 

whether it constitutes a new kind of 

economic imperialism. The research 

will concentrate on: 

1. Debt-trap diplomacy and economic 

dependency examining instances in 

which recipient nations have accrued 

unmanageable debt as a result of 

BRI initiatives. Looking into 

whether China takes control of 

strategic assets (like Sri Lanka's 

Hambantota Port) through debt-for-

equity swaps. 

2. Strategic and Geopolitical Impact 

analyzing how China's political 

influence in recipient nations is 

increased by BRI investments. 

Assessing how the BRI contributes to 

military growth, especially in areas 

with infrastructure that serves 

multiple purposes (like the Djibouti 

naval base). 

3. A Comparative Study of 

Imperialism in the Past contrasting 

the BRI's tactics with earlier 

instances of neocolonialism and 

economic imperialism. Evaluating 

how China's strategy varies from 

development programs run by the 

West (such as World Bank and IMF 

projects). 

4. International Reactionsand 

Strategic Reactions analyzing how 

the BRI is viewed and handled by 

the US, EU, India, and Japan. 

Examining other international 

infrastructure projects, like the EU 

Global Gateway Initiative and the 

Blue Dot Network. 

Limitations of the Study 

1. Problems with Data Accessibility 

and Transparency Since many BRI 

agreements are not made public, it is 

challenging to evaluate the financial 

terms and conditions of loans. 

Accurate evaluations may be 

hampered by the Chinese 

government's opaque publication of 

financial data pertaining to the BRI. 

2. Time Limitations and Long-Term 

Effects It might take decades for the 

full effects of the BRI to become 

apparent, which would limit the 

study's capacity to document long-

term political and economic 

repercussions. Since some projects 

are still in the planning stages, it is 

difficult to determine whether they 

will ultimately succeed or fail. 

3. Possible Prejudice in Sources 

Divergent perspectives on the BRI 

are presented by Chinese and 
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Western media, necessitating careful 

source triangulation to reduce bias. 

Governments and think tanks' 

interpretations of the BRI's impact 

are influenced by geopolitical 

tensions. 

4. Limitations of the Case Study and 

Regional Focus Selected case studies 

from Europe, South Asia, and Africa 

will be the study's main focus. Due to 

differing political and economic 

environments, the results might not 

be entirely applicable to all BRI 

participating nations. 
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Results: 

The study's conclusions 

provide important new information 

about the strategic, geopolitical, and 

economic ramifications of China's 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The 

following findings are based on both 

qualitative and quantitative 

analyses of financial data, policy 

reports, and case studies: 

1. Debt-trap diplomacy and economic 

dependency Numerous BRI recipient 

nations have accrued substantial 



IJAAR    Vol.9 No.6   ISSN – 2347-7075 

Dr. Pullagor B V 

781 

debt to China that they are ill-

equipped to pay back. Sri Lanka: 

Concerns about debt-for-equity 

swaps were heightened when China 

was granted a 99-year lease on the 

Hambantota Port following Sri 

Lanka's failure to repay its loans. 

Zambia: Concerns about economic 

dependence have arisen as a result of 

Chinese state-owned companies 

gaining considerable control over 

Zambia's transportation and energy 

infrastructure. The idea that the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) could 

result in economic subjugation is 

supported by the fact that, although 

some nations have profited from 

infrastructure development, others 

are experiencing long-term financial 

strain. 

2. Strategic Leverage and 

Geopolitical Influence Increasing 

Beijing's diplomatic and strategic 

influence in recipient countries, BRI 

investments seem to be in line with 

China's foreign policy objectives. 

China's position on international 

issues is more likely to be shared by 

BRI participating nations.  Pakistan 

(CPEC): By expanding its economic 

and military presence in the Indian 

Ocean, the China-Pakistan Economic 

Corridor has bolstered China's sway 

over South Asia. China has been able 

to successfully increase its 

diplomatic reach and soft power 

through the BRI, which has raised 

questions about how it will affect 

global governance in the long run. 

3. Dual-Use Infrastructure and 

Strategic Asset Acquisition 

Numerous ports, railroads, and 

energy projects supported by the BRI 

may have both military and civilian 

applications. China has strategically 

increased its naval presence by 

establishing its first overseas 

military base in Djibouti, which is 

close to a significant port funded by 

the Belt and Road Initiative. Greece 

(Piraeus Port): By seizing control of 

one of Europe's busiest ports, China's 

COSCO Shipping strengthened 

Beijing's economic influence within 

the European Union. 

4. An analogy to imperialism in the 

past China does not directly control 

politics in BRI countries, in contrast 

to traditional colonialism. But the 

economic power it acquires is similar 

to imperialist tactics of the past. The 

financial framework of the BRI is 

reminiscent of previous imperialist 

practices in which powerful nations 

gave out loans with terms that made 

people more dependent. China's BRI 

offers less transparent loan terms 

than Western-led development 

models (IMF, World Bank), which 

raises the possibility of political and 

economic coercion. 

5. Global Responses and 

Counterstrategies 

To offset the impact of the BRI, the 

US, EU, and India have started 

other projects: Blue Dot Network 

(U.S., Japan, and Australia) 

encourages investments in high-

quality infrastructure. Transparent 

and sustainable investments in 

developing nations are the main 

goals of the EU's Global Gateway 

Initiative. China's influence in the 

area is something that India's Indo-
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Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) 

aims to counter. Concerns about 

debt, sovereignty, and transparency 

have caused a number of nations to 

reevaluate or scrap BRI projects. 

Discussion:  

The study's conclusions show 

that China's Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) is a sophisticated economic and 

geopolitical plan that promotes 

strategic asset acquisition, economic 

reliance, and geopolitical influence in 

addition to infrastructure 

development. The implications of 

these findings are critically 

examined in this section, which also 

places them within the larger 

discussion of whether the BRI 

constitutes a new kind of economic 

imperialism.  Proponents claim that 

the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

gives developing countries much-

needed infrastructure investment 

that Western institutions have 

overlooked. Chinese investments 

have modernized energy, 

transportation, and digital 

infrastructure, boosting economic 

growth in South Asia, Central Asia, 

and Africa. China's funding has 

helped some countries, like Ethiopia 

and Indonesia, reach significant 

infrastructure milestones that would 

not have been possible otherwise. 

Although China portrays the BRI as 

a development project, its ambiguous 

loan terms, geopolitical goals, and 

strategic placement are more akin to 

past imperialist tactics modified for 

the contemporary global economy. 

Infrastructure development is 

beneficial to BRI recipients, but long-

term effects could restrict their 

political and economic independence 

and heighten worries about China's 

aspirations worldwide. 

Conclusion 

 One of the most ambitious 

international infrastructure 

initiatives in recent memory is the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which 

promises collaboration, connectivity, 

and economic growth. But as this 

study has shown, the initiative also 

presents serious questions about 

strategic asset acquisition, economic 

dependency, and geopolitical 

influence—all of which are similar to 

past imperialist tactics. 

Dependency on the Economy and 

Debt-Trap Diplomacy Uncertain 

lending practices have caused many 

recipient countries to accrue 

unmanageable debt. Concerns about 

China's long-term economic influence 

have been heightened by the fact 

that nations like Zambia and Sri 

Lanka were forced to give up 

strategic assets after defaulting on 

repayment commitments. Diplomatic 

Power and Geopolitical Leverage 

BRI member countries frequently 

share China's foreign policy stances 

in international fora. China's global 

influence is bolstered by investments 

in vital ports, railroads, and energy 

sectors, posing a challenge to 

financial institutions led by the 

West. Dual-use infrastructure and 

strategic asset control. Security 

concerns are raised by the fact that 

many BRI-funded projects have both 

military and economic objectives. 

China's infrastructure investments 
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appear to have long-term strategic 

goals, as evidenced by the Djibouti 

naval base and the "String of Pearls" 

strategy. Similarities to Imperialism 

in the Past China's economic control 

mechanisms are similar to past 

imperialist financial and territorial 

strategies, despite the fact that it 

does not use direct colonial rule. 

China uses debt and economic 

pressure to gain influence over 

foreign governments, in contrast to 

traditional colonialism, which 

depended on military force. 
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